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Abstract
Through the utilization of autoethnography and critical discourse analysis, this dissertation
explores the applications of punk rock, its ethos and its philosophies, in the world of education.
The overarching research questions driving the direction of this work are as follows: (a) What
would an actualized punk pedagogy be characterized and defined as within the context of
contemporary urban education in the United States? (b) How could such a pedagogy be applied
in order to contest current inequalities and inequities that are the direct results of education being
grounded in historical discourses of domination? and (c) How does punk relate to current radical
pedagogies and philosophies of education, and can punk provide any added value to these
theories? In order to establish what I refer to as the “pillars” of punk pedagogy, a thematic
analysis was conducted of the lyrics of punk rock songs in order to identify common traits that
define the punk scene and community. The results of this thematic coding resulted in six distinct
pillars: active resistance, anti-domination, anti-conformity, emotional guidance, anti-violence,
and tension and balance. Practical applications of punk pedagogy include, but are not limited to,
a shift in educator ethos, the effects of image and appearance, curricular decision-making, and
the transformation of pedagogical practices. Once established, punk pedagogy is then put into
conversation with other radical pedagogies, including Critical Hip Hop pedagogy, Freire’s
pedagogy of the oppressed, Giroux’s resistance pedagogies, and EcoJustice education. The final
conclusions include the assertion that discourses and logics of domination are not inevitable and
that the radical nature of the punk ethos has the power to combat the detrimental effects the
intersection of various discourses has upon the contemporary state of education, regardless of
students’ and teachers’ cultures, backgrounds, sociocultural demographics, and experiences.
Keywords: punk, pedagogy, autoethnography, critical discourse, discourses of domination
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CHAPTER 1: Introduction
Gonna be a dirty punk/Gonna rock your neighborhood,
Do the sound of rebel funk/Turn it up loud like I should.
—The Clash, “Dirty Punk”
Steam oozed from the sewer-grates and manhole covers all along the edge of the street;
the warm smell of garbage, body odor, and cigarettes filled the air. Construction cones littered
the sidewalk as a line of bodies zigged and zagged from the front door of the Majestic to around
the corner and down the alley. Mohawks, liberty spikes, studs, patches, tattered clothing, combat
boots, 40-ounce beers, spit, and piss—anyone driving down Woodward that evening could see
that the punks were out to play. I was 15 years old, the sides of my head freshly shaved, the
Elmer’s glue dried and holding nicely, my mohawk bleached and standing tall. In line with my
buddy Matt, I waited anxiously to enter the doors of my first punk rock show. I was nervous, not
knowing fully what to expect. Until the doors opened, I basked in the presence of those around
me: girls in ripped fishnets and leopard-print and leather skirts, boys in sleeveless t-shirts and
ripped pants tucked inside of their boots, everyone covered in spikes and spray-painted vests and
jackets representing their favorite bands from the scene. I breathed in and felt a sense of comfort
I had never felt before.
As the doors opened, cigarette butts and empty bottles hit the ground. After getting my
hands marked with two black X’s, I made my way inside the dark hall. A few hundred punks
loitered about, some heading straight to the bar, others to the merchandise table set up along the
far wall purchasing CDs, t-shirts with upside-down American flags, band stickers and patches,
and wanted posters of George W. Bush. I went straight to the stage; my favorite band was set to
play last, and I was not going to miss the chance of being as close as possible. As soon as the
room was filled, the first band jumped on stage and the room exploded with searing guitars and
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bleeding vocals. At times it was hard to tell if the entire building was moving or if it was the
hundreds of punks pushing and shoving and moshing. I jumped and stomped and threw my head
violently back and forth as I sang along. Band after band played, six in all, all for only 15 bucks.
The atmosphere was magnetic. It felt as if the floor was going to collapse beneath our feet as it
bowed and flexed beneath the power of punk.
As much as I wanted to stay up front to ensure I had a spot when my band came up, I was
too tempted by the mosh pit. I threw myself in full force, running and smashing into everyone
around me. I had never moshed before; my heart felt like it would come directly out of my nose.
At that moment I realized that the aggressiveness of this form of dancing was not about hurting
each other, it was a form of release, a truly vulnerable experience where you are willing to let
your guard down in front of everyone and let out all of the anger and sadness that has built up
inside. If someone fell down, we picked them up; if someone got a boot to the face from a
crowd-surfer, we guided them out of the pit and into the bathroom to ensure they were all right.
Moshing is camaraderie, moshing is unity. Before I knew it, I was crowd surfing across the pit,
pumping my fist in the air, screaming along to the thunderous cacophony that filled the room.
By the time the band I had been waiting for came up to play, I was right back at the front
of the crowd. “Turncoat! Killer! Liar! Thief!” I screamed every word of every song. I felt
release. For as much energy as I was expending, for as much as it felt like the building at any
moment would topple over due to the amount of movement from within, I felt a sense of calm
wash over me as I closed my eyes and felt the sweat pour down my face, a sense of calm I had
never known before—it was belonging. I felt for the first time in my life that I belonged
somewhere, that I would not be judged, that I was accepted for who I wanted to be as a person,
as an individual. At that moment, all us punks, we did not care what we looked like or what we
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sounded like; all that mattered was that we were there together, and we were celebrating being
alive. I raised both of my hands into the air, one throwing up a middle finger, the other a peace
sign. Hundreds of us sang along. The crowd had become so tightly packed it was almost
impossible to tell where my body began and another started—we were one in music and in life.
Even now, when I close my eyes and recall that night, tears gather in my eyes as I remember that
sense of belonging, that belonging amongst the noise and the sweat and the movement. I was a
punk and I was home.
Some may find it hard to believe that my experiences at the Majestic theater would
eventually lead me to writing a dissertation on punk rock, but here we are. The origins of the
central research question for my dissertation are grounded within defining and intersecting
characteristics of my identity, being a punk as well as being an educator. I first began to identify
as a member of the punk community in the seventh grade—I explored and absorbed all that was
punk, finding a home in the sociopolitical screams of bands such as Anti-Flag, the Unseen, and
the Casualties. My then unrecognized internal researcher ensured that I learned everything I
could about this culture: what the ethos entailed, what beliefs punks held and what actions they
performed, and its history. I was a middle-upper-class white boy living in the suburbs, and
although I was born into a state of privilege because of my gender, my race, and my class, I was
never comfortable knowing that simply because of the luck of the draw, my life was deemed
more socially valuable than others. There were maybe two Black students in my school and only
one Latin/x family that I can recall. Had it not been for the music and world of punk, I would
never have realized just how problematic this situation was.
At the time, I did not have the knowledge nor vocabulary to identify this problem, but
regardless, I was as a teenage punk internalizing the state of a culture characterized by
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domination, a characterization that defined my educational experiences and the educational
experiences of those around me. Though as a youth I was unable to verbalize the problem I knew
was there, the gnawing at my gut acted as a driving force, motivating me to become an English
teacher specifically where many individuals from my background dare not go—the “hood.”
Throughout my entire career, one that led me from the urban district of Grand Rapids
Public Schools during my internship, to volunteer teaching in one of the largest urban slums in
the world in Kenya, to one-year teaching in an upper-class suburban district, to the majority of
my career which is currently spent teaching in Detroit’s public schools, the punk mentality and
ethos I developed as a teenager and cultivated as an adult has influenced all aspects of my
growth as an educator. It was not until my doctoral program that I discovered there was formal
literature utilizing punk as pedagogy. This opened up a whole new world of possibilities in my
mind. I knew the ethos and spirit of punk motivated my ethos and spirit as a teacher, but I never
considered just how much overlap there was between these two aspects of my life. I had never
considered how the philosophies of punk could be formalized and applied to rectify the unjust
and unequitable conditions of the schools where I taught. Intellectually, I saw a new way to
synthesize politics, culture, and education all into one holistically realized pedagogy.
In an attempt to formalize my own history, practices, and personal applications of punk in
tandem with the various applications and forms that punk pedagogy has already taken within the
realm of education and schooling, I have come to the following research questions for my
dissertation: (a) What would an actualized punk pedagogy be characterized and defined as in the
context of contemporary urban education in the United States? (b) How could such a pedagogy
be applied in order to contest current inequalities and inequities that are the direct results of
education being grounded in historical discourses of domination? and (c) How does punk relate
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to current radical pedagogies and philosophies of education, and can punk provide any added
value to these theories?
Through the implementation of autoethnography and critical discourse analysis, I
investigate and critique the current injustices that exist within urban school districts, arguing that
a vast majority of these wrongs are entrenched in the intersection of historically present
discourses of domination that define contemporary American culture. For a more in-depth look
at these methods and methodologies, including background, the procedures I implemented
throughout the course of this dissertation, why I have chosen to utilize first-person narrative, and
epistemological connections between autoethnography and critical discourse analysis to the punk
ethos, please refer to Appendix A; for examples of published works that similarly utilize both
autoethnography as well as various forms of discourse analysis, refer to the works of Filmer
(2009), Jahng (2014), Pinner (2018), and Shay and Wickes (2017), and for examples of other
dissertations that likewise utilize autoethnography and varying forms of discourse analysis, refer
to the works of Flores-Villarreal (2017), Mazza (2016), and McCarthy (2018). Using these
methods, I explore the topics of value and domination hierarchies, hidden curricula within
education—including the tangible construction of curricula—instructional methods and
practices, and democratic schooling. Once defined, I illustrate how an actualized punk pedagogy
can be applied in the context of urban education in order to rectify the historically detrimental
conditions such schools face, as well as why the revolutionary spirit of punk is indispensable if
we can ever hope to save the soul of education within the U.S. and other similar contexts.
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Purpose & Context
It’s a sad and pathetic badge of shame, my friends/Terror always seems to win,
In the drama of human motivation/Where is restraint and reason?
—Bad Religion, “Chaos from Within”
Though it may seem unusual, the application of the punk ethos (a community that has
been historically dominated by a white presence) in the context of urban education (a realm
historically dominated by a non-white presence when considering its student and community
demographics) is perhaps more relevant now than it has ever been before, especially in the wake
of contemporary social and cultural movements such as Black Lives Matter (BLM), the COVID19 pandemic, and the neoliberal economic policies that continue to decimate schools and
communities like those in Detroit. The radical nature of punk connects directly to the
experiences my non-white students have—it mirrors the ethos of the BLM movement as both
call for a social revolution and systemic change; the ethos of punk pedagogy highlights the needs
of students in urban districts facing the detrimental loss of education and wellness due to
COVID-19. Ultimately, the context of our contemporary world is spiraling in a direction that
calls for a radical pedagogy both in theory and in practice, a pedagogy that has the ability to
instill in others a fiery ethos of social justice and change.
Sometimes it is hard for me to tell whether or not the events we have been living through
are changing the world for the better or the worse. It is hard not to look at the actions of people in
contemporary society, to see the atrocities and acts of horror that plague our everyday lives, to
see the constant presence of all racism, classism, homophobia, and sexism, to see violence and
murder inspired by such prejudice occurring on a daily basis, all seeping through the cracks and
weakening the foundations of our lives. Yet I am optimistic. I know that positive change is
happening. Movements such as Black Lives Matter and Me Too are continuously shedding light
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upon the injustices that have existed historically and still today, bringing about waves of change
that would not have been possible otherwise. However, the optimism of such movements can be
difficult to sustain. Especially in light of the current COVID-19 pandemic that has turned the
everyday lives of most people throughout the entire world upside down, it can oftentimes seem
as if the most negatively morose behaviors of humankind are only being stoked in the flames of
unrest as opposed to further diminished in the names of progress, peace, and justice.
Peaceful protestors being shot at, run over by cars, and killed (see Hauck, 2020); nooses
found hanging at hardware stores and in high school locker rooms (see Newlin, 2018); rightwing agitators brandishing swastikas, KKK hoods, Confederate flags, and automatic weapons as
they march upon capital buildings (see Censky, 2020); people spitting on each other and pulling
guns over the debate as to whether or not they should be forced to wear a mask in the midst of a
global pandemic (see Webb, 2020)—the world including the shining beacon that is supposed to
be the United States is going through a transformation, and it is up to the people to decide what
direction that transformation takes, whether it takes the way of malice and spite, or the way of
hope and love. The purpose of a pedagogy rooted in punk is to navigate this transformation in
hopes of the latter, its significance resting in its radical ability to liberate both the oppressors and
the oppressed from a world of subjugation and pain. The world of education is not immune to the
threats of discrimination that are spilling out into the streets of our neighborhoods and
communities. Within this context, from the detrimental effects of COVID-19 upon the
educational system to the role the BLM movement plays for students and educators alike, a punk
pedagogy provides a guiding light towards achieving both a present and a future grounded in
positive change and emancipation for every citizen of this global community we all call home.
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Black Lives Matter
White people and the damage done/Wild West still going on,
Genocide, plunder, and disease/Just scratching fleas.
—Jello Biafra & The Guantanamo School of Medicine, “White People & the
Damage Done”
It would be impossible to continue any further with this dissertation without paying full
credence to the relevance of the Black Lives Matter movement, the context it provides to punk
pedagogy, and the effects the movement is having upon education. When Trayvon Martin was
murdered by George Zimmerman in 2012 (see CNN, 2020), I was in the middle of my first year
teaching in Detroit Public Schools (DPS). At this time, I felt like a first-year teacher, because, for
many reasons, I was. While it was my first year teaching in DPS, it was my third year teaching in
total; however, other than my internship student teaching in Grand Rapids Public Schools, this
was my first position teaching in an urban environment. My first year teaching was spent in
Kenya teaching in the urban slum Kibera, located along the south side of Nairobi, and although I
was teaching students in poverty, it was still a very different context than teaching students in
poverty in Detroit. While I learned a plethora of valuable skills during my time in Kibera, there
was still a great learning curve I needed to tackle when heading to Detroit. My second year was
spent in one of the most affluent suburbs in Metro Detroit, so that was an other-worldly
experience in itself. In many ways, my third year teaching was my first year teaching, and that
included experiencing the murder of Trayvon Martin with my students.
That Monday, the day after his death, there was nothing else I could think about, and the
student-body was abuzz with the news that an unarmed 17-year-old had been murdered in
Florida when walking home after buying a bag of Skittles, apparently looking “dangerous”
because he was wearing a hoodie. There was a mixture of reactions by my students, but each of
them worthwhile, meaningful, and expressive in their own right. At the time, I was teaching both
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sophomore and senior English classes; I could tell my students wanted to talk about Trayvon,
and I was not going to deny them that opportunity. I put the day’s lesson on hold and began class
by simply asking: What do you think? As a white male from an affluent suburban community in
mid-Michigan, my middle-class upbringing is not the life my students experience, nor did we/do
we come from similar cultures or histories. But if there is one thing I did learn teaching in
Kenya, it is that connections can most readily be formed with those who are unlike yourself if
you are willing to be the first person to listen.
A number of students were unsurprised, unphased by Trayvon’s death. It was just another
day and another death of another Black individual. Yet this indifference spoke volumes to the
world in which my students live/d. Their world is so defined by not just violence, but violence
bred by injustice, racism, and inequality, that the death of someone so young was just another
day in the life of being a poor Black person in the United States. “So what?” I heard a number of
students say, followed by stories of how they had siblings, cousins, and friends who were gunned
down for no reason, who were imprisoned without questioning, who were the victims of police
brutality. They did not know Trayvon, so they did not feel the same as if it was someone they
actually knew. Others were more emotional. Upon telling the stories of those they knew who had
been killed or abused by police and other members of society, upon telling stories of how they
themselves had been victimized at various points of their lives, I watched as some of my students
cried and struggled to catch their breath as they empathized with Trayvon’s plight. Some
students responded with anger. “What the fuck else would have happened? You know how many
times I’ve been followed? How many times I’ve been attacked? It’s just another day in the life of
being Black.” Others remained silent—while they said nothing, their heads bent towards their
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desks in a hushed stillness, their emotions still rang through just as clear as those students who
cried and yelled and cursed. They oozed despair.
I sat on my stool at the front of the room, each hour of the day, and listened. I absorbed
all that my students said and did not say—their reactions, no matter how animated,
communicated loudly their histories and experiences of being both poor and Black. I have
always considered myself an empathetic person, but that day I felt my emotions intertwine in a
way I had never felt before with each of my students, with those who cared and with those who
were not quite sure what to make of the situation because it seemed so horrifically normal to
their everyday lives.
“When you’re Black in America, you expect to die.”
His name was Leonard; he was a sophomore who was struggling in school yet was loved
by all, students and staff included. He said it so plainly, so matter of fact, no anger, no disdain,
just…truth. I did not know what to say—was it possible for me to know that feeling, the feeling
that an impending doom could be waiting around every corner? I do not think it is. When I wear
a hoodie, I am not a target; when I walk down the streets of Detroit, I never once considered that
the police were there in any other way but to protect my interests. That is my white privilege. For
my students, it is just not the same. When Leonard said this, I did not disagree with him, I did not
tell him he was wrong, I did not tell him that situations like Trayvon’s are just isolated incidents;
instead, I continued to listen—I listened and I learned the reality that lives within his words:
When you’re Black in America, you expect to die.
What type of society have we created that this is the sentiment of a 15-year-old youth?
Into what type of world have Leonard and his peers been born? While I was at a loss for words, I
did not need to say anything, for Leonard’s comment sparked the conversation into a frenzy of
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engagement, nearly every student in class sharing experiences they had where they experienced
prejudicial treatment due to the color of their skin, where their lives were in danger or the lives
of loved ones had been lost or threatened. Nearly all of my students had been followed at some
point through stores or their neighborhoods by security guards and the police, pulled over and
questioned at random, frisked for no reason, even handcuffed and detained and assaulted without
cause. These were not fabrications or exaggerations. The amount of detail and the speed at which
my students were able to recall these events showed how damaging to their psyche these
incidents had been…When you’re Black in America, you expect to die. Some of us began to cry;
others began to plan memorial actions including marches and art projects on behalf of not only
Trayvon, but in remembrance of all Black lives lost to senseless violence and discrimination. A
plan to protest the school district’s zero-tolerance policy on hoodies was thrown into action. I
was overwhelmed with the amount of compassion and civic engagement shown by my students
over the death of a young man they did not know, but to which they could absolutely relate. Even
those who at first seemed unphased by Trayvon’s death offered up ideas and became engaged in
what was the beginning of a movement. Immediately I knew, this was about more than the death
of one person—this was about the systemic racism and prejudicial violence Black people in this
country face every single day. This was a desperate cry to the world that Black lives matter, have
always mattered, and will continue to matter no matter what violence, prejudice, and
discrimination they may face.
Trayvon’s death was the beginning of the BLM movement for many of my students and
for much of the world. The “What We Believe” section the Black Lives Matter foundation’s
website (2018) explains the movement as follows:
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Black Lives Matter began as a call to action in response to state-sanctioned violence and
anti-Black racism. Our intention from the very beginning was to connect Black people
from all over the world who have a shared desire for justice to act together in their
communities. The impetus for that commitment was, and still is, the rampant and
deliberate violence inflicted on us by the state. (para 2)
They also describe their mission as a quest to
…eradicate white supremacy and build local power to intervene in violence inflicted on
Black communities by the state and vigilantes. By combating and countering acts of
violence, creating space for Black imagination and innovation, and centering Black joy,
we are winning immediate improvements in our lives. (para 1)
This movement and its goals highlight the subjugated nature of minority students living within
the United States, especially those attending urban schools that directly suffer the blighted effects
of racism, sexism, classism, other discourses of domination, and of a capitalist-oriented society
and economy. It is important to note the use of the term “state-sanctioned” in the description of
the BLM movement—when 100% of my students are Black, it is impossible to ignore the violent
nature of the school system they attend and how urban school systems such as Detroit Public
Schools Community District (DPSCD) are the result of state-sanctioned practices and policies.
The violence described by the BLM movement is not just physical violence. While the
impetus of the movement is grounded in the physical violence perpetrated upon Trayvon Martin
and other Black and minority groups and individuals, the physical violence itself is rooted in the
symbolic violence imparted upon these people each and every day in the form of racial
discrimination and prejudicial treatment, from daily interactions on the street to the
aforementioned state-sanctioned policies that since before the advent of the United States have
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been meant to keep rich white men in power and all other groups forcibly placed upon lower
tiers of society’s value and domination hierarchy of power. The criminalization of Black and
Latin/x students across the country has been extensively proven (see Browne, 2003, 2005;
Hirschfield, 2008; Meiners, 2007; Mukherjee & Karpatkin, 2007; Robbins, 2008), so it is
therefore quite plain to see how such state-sanctioned policies (e.g., the controversial “stop-andfrisk” policy of New York City (see New York Civil Liberties Union, 2021) trickle-down into
state-run public learning institutions. My students are stopped-and-frisked everyday as they enter
the classroom, while I am allowed to walk around the metal detector and straight into the
building, even though the majority of mass and school shootings are carried out by white males.
Again, I am privileged. Thus, the BLM movement is a necessity for students in urban schools
such as Detroit not simply because the majority of students who attend these schools are nonwhite, and not even because a majority of these students face racial discrimination and prejudice
outside of school on a daily basis, but because students of color feel the criminalizing effects, the
physical and symbolic violence of racism, on a daily basis within the schools they attend. BLM’s
goal of “eradicating white supremacy” is especially relevant to these students for the state-run
schools they attend constantly reinforce the racial inequalities present within the social context in
which we all live by denying them equal and equitable access to both material resources as well
as opportunities to progress past the social station upon which they have been placed.
Unfortunately, this was not the only time where I “paused instruction” to address the
issues of Black murder in my classroom: Renisha McBride, Eric Garner, Michael Brown, Tamir
Rice, Freddie Gray, Anton Sterling, Philando Castile, Breonna Taylor, George Floyd, and the list
goes on. Today, the murder of George Floyd has sparked renewed protests across the nation as
well as globally (see McLaughlin, 2020). In Detroit, protests against police brutality have lasted
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for multiple weeks straight (see Spruill, 2020). Calls for defunding the police are now a part of
the national conversation. This includes school districts considering defunding and completely
separating from in-district police departments, those individuals responsible for policing, but also
those who play a part in reinforcing the school-to-prison pipeline that criminalizes that lives of
minority children. Our nation is at a turning-point—we are in the midst of a civil rights
movement that reawakens the ghosts of the 1950s. The BLM movement has brought to light the
fact that, although the Civil Rights Movement of the 1950s has passed, we still live in a racially
prejudicial country, that white persons are unarguably placed specifically into positions of
privilege and power over those non-white people who are still fighting for their place in society
and the world. Now, more than ever, in light of the BLM movement, punk as a radical and
revolutionary pedagogy is necessary to bring into our schools.
As will be seen when detailing the pillars of punk pedagogy in later chapters of this
dissertation, the punk ethos reinforces similar objectives and goals as the BLM movement. To
begin, punk is rooted in an active resistance to the prejudicial and discriminatory philosophies
and practices that underlie the value hierarchies that define contemporary Western society in the
United States, just as the BLM movement is the undertaking of actively resisting the constant
physical and symbolic oppression experienced by Black people and other individuals of color.
Just as the BLM movement creates “space for Black imagination and innovation,” punk as a
pedagogy works towards creating such space by having those in positions of privilege reject their
advantages in order to flatten hierarchies and augment the lives and rights of individuals and
groups who, at this point, are disenfranchised and underprivileged. In effect, both the BLM
movement and punk pedagogy are rooted in acts of social justice, freedom, and liberation.
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Punk, much like the BLM movement, is rooted in grassroots “do-it-yourself” (DIY)
efforts, both bringing likeminded individuals together to achieve goals that are not just in the best
interests of singular persons, but instead focus on achieving that which is most beneficial for the
community as a whole—in my classroom, we engaged with the DIY mindset by creating posters,
fliers, t-shirts, poems, and songs honoring the lives of Black people lost to violence, distributing
images and messages and graphics across social media and throughout the school. In this way,
both punk and BLM demonstrate a focus on communal rights rooted in social justice and peace,
whereas Westernized societies, those that emphasize capitalism and all such domineering
discourses entailed within, demonstrate a competitive violence rooted in individualism and
meritocracy, falsely indicating that any one person can achieve social and economic success
when in fact the system within which our current society functions has been purposefully set up
to favor only certain groups of people. The DIY ethos of the BLM movement and the punk
community appeal to urban education and students who live in poverty who attend urban schools
because, due to the social and economic disenfranchisement from the state they experience both
in and outside of the classroom, teachers and students in such settings are often placed into a
position of self-reliance in which they must find creative solutions to problem-solve and achieve
their goals without the help of state resources.
Purposefully choosing to exist outside of state-sanctioned actions and beliefs is not only a
tenet of the BLM movement, but also reinforces the anti-conformist mentality that defines the
punk ethos. The violence imparted upon Black lives and the lives of other minority groups,
tragically, is a historical norm; by refusing to be complicit in this violence, again both in and
outside of the classroom, educators and students in all settings, not just in urban schools, adhere
to the principal of nonconformity that is a hallmark of the punk movement. By “build[ing] local
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power to intervene in violence” and by “winning immediate improvements” over the violence
inflicted upon them by the state, vigilantes, and white supremacy, the mission statement of the
Black Lives Matter foundation (2018) refuses to conform to both the physical and symbolic
violence of the world, yet another similarity to the punk community in that the punk ethos is
centered around an all-inclusivity of anti-discrimination and anti-prejudice that rejects all forms
of physical violence and the symbolic violence of racism and bigotry in the name of community,
unity, peace, freedom, and love.
Especially as of late, I often find myself questioning my role in relation to the BLM
movement as well as my chosen career teaching non-white students in low socioeconomic
settings. There are numerous times I can recall, due to the discourses of domination I have been
socialized with, that I know I have been complicit in reinforcing the violence and criminalization
that my students experience. I can recall frequent occasions where I wanted students suspended
from school and kicked out of my class, where I judged students without even knowing them
based on superficial details such as their clothing or even the expression on their face, where I
shook my head at my principal and the district for enacting zero-tolerance policies but not
actually saying or doing anything about them, where I acted as a vehicle to place my students in
positions of prejudicial treatment. Even now I do not have a firm grasp as to how I can be the
best white person I can be to my Black and brown students, but I do know that listening worked
and continues to work. If there is one thing I know I can do to help further the goals of the BLM
movement, it is to actively listen to the voices who have for so long been silenced.
It is impossible to understate the importance and relevance of the Black Lives Matter
movement to the students of Detroit, to students who attend urban schools across the nation, and
to all Black people regardless of their location. The fate of urban education and the lives of Black
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students is directly intertwined with the fate of the BLM movement. This is not simply a
movement to end the senseless murders of and physical violence against Black and minority
peoples, although the importance of that objective should not even need to be stated, but this is a
movement to bring social justice and equity for Black and all non-white people in all aspects of
life, including education. Contemporarily as well as historically, education is and has been
actively used as a gatekeeping mechanism to separate and control social classes. By bringing the
voices and lives of Black people to the forefront of national conversations, the BLM movement
is effectually highlighting the injustices that exist due to racial policies and practices within the
world of education. Now, more than ever, is the time for not only Black individuals, but all
persons around the globe, to stand united and speak out against such injustice. Teachers of Black
and non-white students have the unique opportunity to foster these voices and to continue to spur
the BLM movement. By utilizing the tenets of punk pedagogy, educators can engage in a radical
philosophy and way of teaching that promotes resistance to the injustices that have historically
and contemporarily plague our society.
While the murders of multiple Black individuals this year alone, such as Breonna Taylor
and George Floyd, have continued to stoke the fire that burns within the hearts and minds of
those involved in the BLM movement, another deadly force has simultaneously swept the globe
that has underscored the prejudicial discrepancies that exist socially, economically, and
educationally within the systematic constructs of the United States—the COVID-19 pandemic.
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COVID-19
Spread infection through fear/Quarantined minds breed the hate,
This is their map of corruption/Deconstructing the human race.
—Krum Bums, “In Sickness”
As teachers, we did not expect this. We did not expect it to progress so quickly, for it to
be so devastating, for so many lives to be lost, for life as we know it to be effectually shut down.
We did not think of it as anything other than a headline, as something happening far away in a
distant land that could never come here in the way that it did. Because of the virus SARS-CoV-2
and the illness it causes: COVID-19, the world, including education, as we know it has been
forever changed. On March 12, 2020, DPSCD made the announcement that students were not to
report to school the next day, but staff were still to attend (see Clarke, 2020). I remember sitting
in the school media center, the principal explaining to us that schools would be closed for the
following two weeks, per the governor’s order, for deep cleaning and to prevent the spread of the
virus. I am sure there were staff members in the room who were somewhat excited about an extra
two-week vacation; I know I was. It is unfortunate to say, but I was not considering what my
students would lose by being barred from school for those two weeks, how they would lose two
weeks of meals, and how for some they would lose two weeks of shelter. That is the selfishness
of the individualism through which I have been socialized—I was only thinking about myself. I
in no way fathomed how serious the situation actually was and was about to become.
Before we knew it, school had been canceled for the remainder of the year—what was to
happen to nearly three and a half months of instructional time? “Distance Learning” has become
the new normal, the new educational buzzword that has replaced all semblances of what
education to this point had been. I spent every day for those ten weeks sitting in front of my
computer, spending most of that time counting the minutes tick away until I was officially
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allowed to sign off. Detroit Public Schools Community District’s distance learning plan involved
students logging into the Microsoft Teams platform; once logged in, they were to have half-hour
class periods with each of their teachers. For English Language Arts, the literacy department of
DPSCD created a learning packet per grade level containing 10-weeks-worth of work, enough to
complete the school year. It was my job to guide students through the packet, those students who
actually logged in, that is. The problem was, of all my students, I had one, that is right, only one
student actually participate in distance learning for the entire 10 weeks. I spent hours sitting in
front of the computer for naught, a blank screen before me, web cam on and ready to go, only to
be met with absolute silence.
Now that the school year is over and distance learning has finished, looking back I know
there are things I could have done differently to enhance the digital learning experiences of my
students. In order to get more than one student engaged, I could have spent time calling the
homes of my students to ensure they knew how to access the online learning platform. I am sure
that one reason many students did not participate was simply due to a lack of knowledge
regarding how Microsoft Teams actually worked, since the vast majority of them had never used
the platform before. Even for those who did know how to use the platform but still chose not to
engage, they merely may have needed the support and reassurance of me as their teacher calling
them to let them know that I was still there for them, and to provide them with reinforcement as
to why they should still engage in learning during the COVID-19 pandemic.
So how come I did not decide to take this step to further involve my students? How come
I decided not to make phone-calls home on a weekly basis when the district mandated it? The
district required all teachers to call each of their students biweekly in order to ensure they were
doing their distance learning as well as to check in on their well-being, but me, I simply did not
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do it. Was it because of punk pedagogy? Did I have some sort of rebellious reason for refusing to
call home? No, this had nothing to do with punk pedagogy or with resisting the directives of my
administrators or with rebelling for some sort of reason or cause. The reason is because I suffer
from bipolar disorder and chronic anxiety. The COVID-19 pandemic and the upside-down nature
of what my everyday life had become threw both my anxiety and my depression into overdrive.
While I still logged into Microsoft Teams each day, I was not engaged, I did not care, so why
should my students? Essentially, district did not view me, an employee, as an individual human
with their own social-emotional needs. I was a worker, plain and simple, and all that was
expected of me was to do my job, regardless of my personal needs and what support I was
provided. The most I heard said in district emails or from administration is that we as teachers
should “look out for each other” during this trying time, but no resources were provided, no
actual means given to support the mental and emotional well-being of the staff. We were left to
our own devices in order to survive.
While my failure to engage students in the learning process certainly played a role in
their detachment, the COVID-19 pandemic, when considering its effects upon education, has in
itself revealed the stark inequalities that exist within the historically inequitable system of
education under which the United States school system operates. More perhaps now than ever,
the digital divide that separates students from low-income to upper-class communities has been
augmented. Hundreds of thousands of students across Detroit, the state of Michigan, and the rest
of the United States are unable to receive an equal and equitable education because of the effects
of COVID-19 in tandem with a lack of access to the technology required to complete distance
learning. Internet access as well as a device that can run the software required are just twohurdles many students in DPSCD face—because of a lack of technology in these low-income
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schools, students have not had the same exposure, preparation, and training in digital platforms
as students in higher-income districts where such technology, such as the required use of
Microsoft Teams, is more commonplace and accessible. Many DPSCD schools boast being oneto-one in regard to the student-technology ratio yet based on my experiences I would estimate
that around two-thirds of the technology they provide does not work. Therefore, all of the
students in DPSCD are missing out of properly learning to use basic technology for two-thirds of
their entire educational career. The superintendent has promised new technology for every
student in every building, but that remains to be seen.
Because of such challenges, the district did not require students to engage in distance
learning, so from the onset of its implementation a majority of students simply did not partake.
Yet it is no wonder that even those students in urban settings such as Detroit who do have the
ability to appropriately engage in distance learning are choosing to opt out—these are students
that have already been disenfranchised and disengaged from the system of education before
distance learning took over, and now they are being placed even further into the false myth of
meritocracy in that they are being forced now more than ever to “pull themselves up by their
bootstraps” in order to achieve success. Because their needs were not met in tandem with the fact
that any threat of punishment in the form of receiving low grades due to lack of participation was
removed, opting out seemingly was the most rational decision for students to make.
Besides the inequities students face regarding the digital divide between low- and highincome communities and districts, the actual work they are supposed to complete is
representative of historically and systematically subjugating expectations meant to keep them in
places of subservience and powerlessness. The work, at least for English language arts, is the
equivalent of “plug-and-chug” rote learning; while based on the curriculum, students are
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basically expected to work alone, regardless of the online presence of the teacher, removing all
social interaction from the learning process. The primary reaction I receive from my students
once they saw the distance learning packets was “What’s the point?” “This isn’t real learning!”
and “We’re too old for this!” To them, the packet was the equivalent of a coloring book. This
combined with a lack of grading, there truly was no reason for students to opt-in. Even for those
students who are able to complete the work, the work holds little to no value in their lives, for it
does not reflect the context of their cultures, their communities, nor their individual histories.
Essentially, these packets were not created and designed for students to make meaning or to
engage in issues that were important to them, they were created for the district, in the final hour,
to cover their own interests by providing both students and staff with the bare minimum in regard
to an authentic learning experience.
A Turning Point
I got a bone to pick with capitalism, and a few to break/ Grab us by the throat and shake
the life away/ Human life is not commodity, figures, statistics, or make-believe!
—Refused, “Worms of the Senses/Faculties of the Skull”
The COVID-19 crisis also puts teachers in low-income communities at the crux of a
sociocultural and political dilemma. That is, with the changing landscape of education due to the
virus, teachers must come to terms with whether or not they are in fact anti-capitalist and
therefore refute a mindset grounded in domineering theories and practices, or if they will choose
to continue to play into a historical system of domination and authority. Just as we hear from our
students, I constantly hear from my colleagues the same sentiments: “This isn’t real teaching!”
Teachers are at a turning point where they will have to make even more decisions based on
financial and cultural variables. The teaching they are expected to currently do through distance
learning, as well as the probabilities of what teaching will look like in the future, is becoming
more mechanistic than ever before. Though digital platforms offer the potential to make
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education more democratic and accessible to specific populations, distance learning is effectively
pigeon-holing educators into a format of teaching that is not only foreign but is representative of
a form of individualistic learning that celebrates individualism over the community due to the
lack of equal access in that, unless explicitly taught, it appeals to those students who are
socialized in a way that celebrates the self and the individual as opposed to those of communal
and socially oriented achievements. And although digital platforms allow for various forms of
collaborative communication (e.g., via video chats), they are void of true social interaction, and
therefore, students become removed from the socialization aspects of the educational process.
Teachers are also faced with the fact that distance learning as a result of COVID-19 is
further transitioning education into a private good, a good that is treated as an investment to
better compete in the labor market as opposed to a social good for the development of
individuals and society (Lipman, 2011). Being adept in working online appeals to the direction
of the labor market, placing value upon those jobs and skills that require technological skills and
devaluing all other trades and professions, such as skilled labor. Distance learning therefore has
the danger of becoming even more skill-and-drill focused in order to meet the needs of state
standardized testing, due to its lack of flexibility in meeting individual and social needs as well
as its focus on market-based skill sets. As such, the current educational changes occurring reflect
the faith of policymakers in markets and competition rather than in teaching and students (Ross
& Gibson, 2007), as the process of teaching itself becomes de-skilled and highly mechanized.
Though some may argue that teaching digitally requires a highly specified set of skills, digital
learning actually nullifies that which makes up the true skill sets of teachers, those skills that
require the socialization of individuals with their peers and communities.
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Eventually, the number of teachers required to continue digital distance learning will
decrease, “streamlining” education in such a way to meet the market’s bottom-dollar but
diminishing the value that in-person educational experiences hold. My students who have a lack
of access will continue be unable to move beyond their social station as the job-market requires
technological skills beyond their capacities. Their experiences simply are not the same as
students in the suburbs. We see technology being used in vitally different ways: in urban settings
as a gatekeeper and in suburban schools as the key to obtaining a sustainable career. Even when I
was in the sixth grade, I took a typing class; by seventh grade I was in an intro to computers class
where I learned to navigate Microsoft Word, Excel, and PowerPoint. In high school, nearly all of
my assignments were required to be completed on the computer because that is how it would be
done in the workplace. My seniors, on the other hand, have so little exposure to basic technology
that I need to spend multiple days focusing on the basic word processing skills I learned when I
was eleven years old. This situation, the digital divide that exists between those in poverty
compared to those who are not, is emblematic of the power hierarchies that have historically
existed in Western society, including its education system. Punk as pedagogy offers an
alternative to these detrimental effects, including those augmented by the COVID-19 crisis.
Neoliberalism
Strap in and watch the world decay/The latest disaster today,
This ain’t no fad, this ain’t no fashion/This is the Neoliberal Anthem.
—Anti-Flag, “The Neoliberal Anthem”
To begin, it must be noted that neoliberalism is the manifestation of late postindustrial
capitalism, a manifestation of economic, sociocultural, and political processes that have
developed throughout all of history, processes that demonstrate a rationalization, justification,
and naturalization of domination and inequality, with specific interests placed upon capital gain
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and material wealth. While the reproduction of inequality, including disparaging ideologies of
race, gender, religion, class, orientation, and all such similar forms of degradation, have
historical underpinnings far beyond neoliberalism, neoliberalism represents a contemporary
social, cultural, economic, and political reaction meant to preserve these intersecting logics of
domination that place particular individuals above others due to socially constructed variables of
importance and economically grounded assets.
Martinez and Garcia (2000) identify five defining attributes of neoliberalism: rule of the
market, cutting public expenditures for social services, deregulation, privatization, and the
elimination of the concepts public good and community (as cited in Ross & Gibson, 2007).
Under such a characterization, Jones and Ward (2002) describe neoliberalism as a state strategy
that has been generated to manage the structural crisis of capitalism by providing new
opportunities for capital accumulation (as cited in Lipman, 2011). In other words, neoliberalism
is a collection of economic and social policies; forms of governance and discourses; and
principles and beliefs that promote individualism, an unrestricted flow of capital, deep reductions
in the cost of labor, and deliberate retrenchment of the public arena (Lipman, 2011) due to the
existence of a competition-based free-flow of goods and capital but not of equitable labor
practices (Wallerstein, 2007). Neoliberalism promotes the competitive nature of a free-market
economy over social welfare by insisting that markets are the principal force of economic
growth, and it is these markets that uphold the historically accepted capitalist methods of mass
accumulation (Lemert, 2015).
This ideology reflects the historically conservative mindset of liberalism that supports a
free-trade economy which focuses on optimal production with an underlying discourse of
meritocracy—a false narrative that people succeed because of individual abilities and that one’s
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socioeconomic position is therefore deserved (Martusewicz et al., 2015)—yet is “neo” or “new”
in that the competitive nature neoliberalism emphasizes is considered to be one of the most
crucial and valuable features of capitalism (Davies, 2017). This narrative is reinforced by the
placement of specific limits upon the state’s power to control and regulate an individual’s
accumulation of material capital and wealth (Chase-Dunn & Lerro, 2014; Lemert, 2015; Lipman,
2011; Wallerstein, 2007). While the subjugating effects my students experience are grounded in
an entire history of intersecting discursive and institutional prejudicial processes, they continue
to be exacerbated by these neoliberal developments.
Lipman (2011) contends that education under such a system becomes a private good in
that it acts as an investment one makes in one’s child or oneself to add value to better compete in
the workforce and free-market system, not as something to be done in the spirit of benevolence
or social development. Today, schooling has become a commodity, a reflection of consumer
culture, where knowledge is a quantifiable product that is used to uphold the free-market
practices of the economy. As a result, individuals can only “earn” what they put back into the
system. By this logic, I serve a population of students that is immediately set up for failure
because they do not possess the capital to put into the system in order to achieve equivalent
returns. There are more bedbugs than dollars to go around in DPSCD, an investment no one
wants returned.
The implementation of the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) as an attempt to
realize a nationwide curriculum illustrates a neoliberal top-down initiative that turned education
into a commodity removed from the hands of local communities and individuals. The swelling
number of charter schools in Detroit also demonstrates a sort of domineering authoritarian
discourse rooted in neoliberalism and historical logics of domination that reinforce the notion

TEACHING TO CONFRONT INTERSECTING DISCOURSES OF DOMINATION

27

that such authority structures, including those within schooling, need no sort of justification
(Chomsky 2013), be it moral or statistical, as these schools lack any sort of communal oversight,
are almost completely deregulated, and often do not produce any better educational outcomes
than their public competitors. Such is the case in Michigan where a 2016 analysis found 70% of
charters in the state were in the bottom half of the state’s performance rankings and that the
presence of these schools actually increased educational inequality (Binelli, 2017). Essentially,
the economic policies that are driving the “revitalization” of Detroit disproportionately benefit
the wealthy while augmenting racial gaps and distrust that exist within the city (Butler & Brown,
2013). In order to refute the historically subjugating system that neoliberalism reinforces,
educators must strive to dissolve the individualistic tendencies that detract from the needs and
the common welfare of the community as a complete and leveled society, free from domination,
hierarchy, and exploitation, where the individual and the community are fully liberated from
social oppression, ecological imbalance, and cultural subordination (Love, 2012).
The Problem: Why Punk Pedagogy?
Change and materialize, he always knew it/Beating a line, then go pursue it.
Seminal moments, needs no consolement/Ladies and gentleman, I’ll show you something.
—Rancid, “An Intimate Closeup of a Street Punk Trouble Maker”
Currently, the sociopolitical state of the United States economy, a system so pervasive it
has come to define nearly all aspects of Western society and culture, is destroying, and already
has destroyed many aspects of the world of education. While this includes education in all
contexts including rural and even suburban communities, urban school districts like DPSCD
have perhaps been hit the hardest. Both my students and fellow teachers alike must constantly
face an uphill battle against the failed prospects of a trickle-down economy (see Bauman, 2015),
combating a lack of access to tangible resources as well as access to equal and equitable
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opportunities. The effects of American capitalism and contemporary neoliberalism upon
education can best be described as a type of violence in that the well-beings, including the social,
emotional, and physical, of students and teachers are put at risk on a daily basis. The false myth
of meritocracy and the belief in individualism (see Martusewicz, Edmundson, & Lupinacci,
2015) have done nothing more than breed a detrimental sense of competition through which
value hierarchies of domination and supremacy are reinforced, placing certain individuals
(generally white heterosexual males) in positions of power above all else, making economic
ascendancy a near improbability for any individual who belongs to a minority group or culture.
Students and teachers, including myself, my colleagues, and the students in our classrooms, must
effectually fight for survival as we must therefore compete over the resources meant to guarantee
those we teach a healthy and prosperous life and future. (Literally, we stash and hide supplies in
secret corners and cabinets under so that other teachers in the building cannot have them.)
Such discrepancies and cracks in the socioeconomic and political system of the United
States have always been present in urban centers like Detroit, Michigan. From gentrification and
red-lining, to employment discrimination, to the deindustrialization of the city, to battles over
housing rights (see Sugrue, 2005), the effects of a society constructed upon the subjugation of
numerous sociocultural minority groups have caused the foundations of Detroit to crumble under
a weight it cannot bear, including the functioning of their respective educational systems. And
Detroit is not alone; Detroit is emblematic of the destructive nature capitalism, neoliberalism,
and historical concepts of power and domination have had upon urban centers for decades,
similar to cities also experiencing the crushing weight of such capitalistic forces including cities
like Chicago and New Orleans. Punk rock and the punk community have their place within these
cracks. Stemming from a response to the capitalist commercial take-over of the music industry,
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punk finds situated itself within a more contemporary anti-neoliberal agenda, promoting
communal equality and equity over competition and meritocracy. Therefore, it is my argument
that punk, its ethos, belief systems, and actions, can serve as a comprehensive solution for both
educators and students to adopt in the wake of the effects of those intersecting discourses and
logics of domination that have been present throughout history and continue to be perpetuated by
capitalist and neoliberal economic policies by transforming punk into a formally articulated
critical and radical pedagogy of democratic learning and liberation.
Punk provides a way to creatively synthesize multiple and sometimes overlapping
pedagogies, such as Paulo Freire’s pedagogy of the oppressed, Henry Giroux’s pedagogy as
resistance, and various forms of critical hip-hop pedagogy. And, although there have been a
priori writings about punk as pedagogy, my work is unique in that these writings were not
grounded in a systematic analysis of punk, including the lyrics of punk rock songs. There has
also been an under conceptualization of punk as a wholly actualized pedagogy with its own
unique characteristics, tenets, and pillars; punk has not been brought into conversation and
theorized with the aforementioned critical pedagogies that already exist and hold weight in the
world of education. Hence, actualizing punk as its own uniquely established pedagogy offers the
possibility of addressing the effects of the economic, social, political, and cultural subjugating
structures, hierarchies, and practices that continue to exist within Westernized, capitalist-oriented
systems, effects that daily I see destroying not only the educations of, but the livelihoods of
thousands of young Black and brown children and young adults each and every year.
Smith (2018) argues that there are three additional reasons for adopting punk pedagogy
either as a principle or as a praxis: First, punk pedagogy describes and includes ways of personal
and communal existence and modes of behavior that come naturally to some people and
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therefore can be easily integrated into education; second, punk pedagogy seeks to democratically
empower students, teachers, and all who are affected by its application; and third, because
Western democracies are currently at a critical point of transition and change, punk pedagogy,
with its intimate connection to a social justice agenda in education, provides an ethos that can act
as a catalyst toward a greater democracy. While I feel the utmost of connections to all three of
these principles because of my upbringing in the punk community, I especially feel a strong
resonance with the final reason Smith provides, for to me, it is impossible to define two of the
most important aspects of my identity—being an educator and being a punk—without including
a social justice agenda. To me, punk and education are both synonymous with social justice; they
are one in the same and therefore reinforce punk’s importance when considering adopting it as a
comprehensive educational pedagogy. Ultimately, punk pedagogy requires that individuals take
on a personal responsibility of such a social-justice-oriented agenda that enacts a sense of
anarchist agency in the face of capitalist structures through the rejection of privileged places in
society, working in solidarity with those forced to the fringes. By doing so, hegemonic
macrostructures are undone and dismantled (Torrez, 2012). Consequently, punk pedagogy
enables and reiterates such critical opposition to the status quo by allowing multiple stances of
resistance and by contributing a counterhegemonic voice through both formal and de-centralized
networks and activities (Santos & Guerra, 2018). Through anti-hierarchical practices of
anarchism juxtaposed to the reflective expressions of mainstream culture and society, punk
undeniably offers the potential to serve as an advantageous ideology to synthesize with
educational pedagogy, allowing the voices of all, not just a few, to be augmented and heard.
Through the formulation of such a pedagogy, I aim to create a direct assault on the inequitable
state of education that exists in urban districts throughout the U.S. and beyond.
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The discourse of neoliberalism and the financial and educational reforms generated as a
result have had a drastic impact upon schools that were and still are struggling in the face of an
ever-increasing economically bred opportunity gap. During the first decade of the 21st century,
urban education shifted even more so towards a market-based system demarcated by centralized
accountability that served to make way towards the privatization of public schooling, the rise of
charter schools, merit pay for teachers, and mayoral and emergency manager takeovers (Lipman,
2011, p. 4). In my time as a teacher in DPSCD, each of these has come to or almost come to
fruition—yearly schools close and new charter schools pop up across the city; the district until
recently was under the control of multiple emergency managers who reported to no one other
than the governor, and merit pay for the teachers of Detroit always gets thrown onto the
bargaining table every couple of years.
The passing of the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2002 represented the further
integration of education into a global capitalist and neoliberal agenda, amplifying the economic
war on children of color by further consolidating the corporate control of education for profit
(Lipman, 2007). Intertwined with such reforms is standardized testing. The rise of high-stakes
standardized tests has shown no benefit to increasing educational equality and equity, but in fact
signifies more separate and unequal conditions and results between urban schools and those of
more highly funded suburban districts, even resulting in the increasingly unequal demographic
distribution (e.g., race and class standing) of student populations from district to district (Hursh,
2007). Regardless of what the research says, not a year goes by that my administrators do not
force the English department to come up with new goals and strategies of bolstering SAT scores.
Our schools still receive grades from the state and testing is one of the most heavily weighted
categories. Even though I hear our new superintendent preach to the teachers of the district that
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we are together on a mission to achieve equity for the students of Detroit, the practices being
carried out at the building level tell a completely different story. Because of such market-based
relationships, urban schools that primarily serve minority students in poverty became
representative of the periphery, those individuals and groups exploited and dependent upon the
whims of those in power, while suburban school districts primarily serving White middle- and
upper-class students became representative of the core, those individuals and groups in positions
of privilege and power that exploit the social and economic resources of those in the periphery
(Chase-Dunn & Lerro, 2014; Lemert, 2015; Wallerstein, 2007). Corporate culture has replaced
the needs of the community, and thus, education has become a system of developing human
capital through competition.
My own position as a teacher is one that unwillingly gets pulled into an arena of
competition just within the city limits of Detroit. Multiple times have I had to resist the
temptation to apply at a charter school because they were offering higher pay, student loan
forgiveness, and increased benefits. One of the best teachers I have ever had the pleasure of
working with left teaching in DPSCD for those very reasons. My students likewise receive such
incentives from charter schools such as free laptops, food, and uniforms. It is exploitive in nature
when these schools are appealing to a population that oftentimes cannot afford the bare essentials
to survive. A competitive discourse of public education forces teachers and students to make
decisions like this on a daily basis, and it is easy to see how neoliberalism and historical
discourses of domination like racism and classism are reinforced as opposed to challenged.
The state of Michigan is a horrific display of the unfortunate effects these reforms
generate, especially in urban public-school districts like DPSCD; they have led to sharp declines
in federal funding. This is of great concern for DPSCD and other urban and low-income school
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districts throughout Michigan, for a sharp decline in federal revenue places immense pressure on
already financially fragile school systems (Price, 2016), forcing them to make in-house
budgetary cuts that directly affect the educational quality students receive as well as the
performance of teachers, compelling districts to search for funding from alternative sources.
There was a stretch of time I like to call the “Paperless Years” where due to such budget cuts we
could not even provide our students with paper or writing utensils let alone any sort of
educational material that cost more than a one cent pencil. Price (2016) indicates that Michigan’s
K-12 schools have lost financial stability largely due to the governmental reform of repealing the
local school operating tax on property and replacing those funds with monies from state sales
and income tax, both of which are more vulnerable to swings and downturns in the economy,
negating the stability of yielding consistent funds. Moving to a system of per-pupil funding
represents a shift toward an increasingly market-oriented system where money follows students
and detracts from rendering systematic inequities within high-needs school districts (Binelli,
2017; Zernike, 2016).
Michigan’s market-oriented approach to school funding “has resulted in one of the most
deregulated educational environments in the country, a laboratory in which consumer choice and
a shifting landscape of supply and demand” are used as sales tactics to present theoretical but not
actual improvements for the state’s 1.5 million public-school students (Binelli, 2017, p. 3). The
most notable effect this economic environment has had upon Michigan’s educational landscape
may be the bloated percentage of charter schools that have appeared just over the last few years.
As of 2016, the city of Detroit has a bigger share of students enrolled in charter schools in the
U.S. second only to New Orleans (Zernike, 2016). These charters represent business interests,
not those of education. Over the years, I have had countless students “ping-pong” back and forth
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within the same school year between DPSCD and charter schools, returning to DPSCD when the
business model of the charter school they were attending shutters. To these charters, my students
are no more than the cost of doing business and do not care how their lives and educations are
affected by having to transfer back-and-forth from school to school. Binelli (2017) describes how
hundreds of nonprofit public charters throughout Michigan are financial assets to outside entities,
which complicates any such social or educational mission they may purport. The idea was (and
to many still is) that charter schools would bring a level of competition to the public school
sector that would inevitably force failing school districts to solve their own problems; however,
this represents a false narrative, for in reality charters have increased inequality in Michigan by
exacerbating the financial pressures of struggling districts through school-choice and for-profit
educational reforms and policies (Binelli, 2017). This is because charter schools act as the
vehicle that not only opens up public education to the market, but they also serve to eliminate
any semblance of democratic schooling with public education itself (Lipman, 2011).
Under such competition-oriented reforms, many school districts could not (and still
cannot) make ends meet and were forced to be taken under state control in lieu of complete
shutdown. From the year 2000 to 2017, at least one district throughout the state of Michigan was
under the control of an emergency manager who reported to no one in the district and instead
worked solely on behalf of the financial interests of the state (Oosting, 2018). DPSCD—then just
Detroit Public Schools (DPS)—experienced countless reforms, including cycling through four
different emergency managers between the years of 2009 and 2016. With conditions and
performance still failing to improve, Governor Snyder forced DPS’s lowest performing schools
to enter a completely state-run district: the Education Achievement Authority (EAA). The EAA
resided over these DPS schools from 2011 to 2017, until it dissolved due to lack of
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improvements, operational conflicts, as well as DPS’s financial restructuring that included
declaring bankruptcy and reorganizing to the newly branded DPSCD. Although the EAA was
reabsorbed by DPSCD, I remember for the first few years there was still an odd sense of tension
between some of the teachers who were EAA and some who were DPS. The separation of the
two districts created a discourse of competitiveness which lingered in the minds of some of the
teaching staff—I was DPS, but “they” were EAA, even though most of them did not choose to
join the EAA in the first place. But still, a sense of judgment and animosity existed that created
rifts and cliques, illustrating and reinforcing systematic divisions and hierarchical structures.
Ultimately, these policies and reforms did nothing to improve the lives of students.
Instead, a caste system was created (Zernike, 2016) and a never-ending battle towards achieving
even a semblance of what could constitute an equitable education still ensues. Once I was at a
bar in downtown Detroit, and I felt the effects of this caste system at play. It was a higher-end
establishment filled with white-collar business types during happy hour as they all trickled out of
one of Dan Gilbert’s shining buildings. I sat at the bar waiting for my wife to join me sipping a
glass of something red while I overheard three women at the other end of the bar discussing
school related matters. I figured out that two of them were teachers, one was a vice principal, and
they all worked for University Prep, or “U Prep”, a premier charter network operating in Detroit.
I waved over to them and excitedly exclaimed that I was a teacher too and that I worked for
DPSCD. The reaction I received from them was not what I expected. The stale look of disgust on
all three of their faces painted a picture of utter disdain for what I had just said. I can think of
three reasons why they may have reacted in such a way: (a) I rudely interrupted their
conversation and they were annoyed I had done so; (b) I was unknowingly engaging in the
discourse of androcentrism where, as a man, I felt I could insert myself into their conversation
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without permission, not taking into consideration how three women may feel at a bar being
verbally intruded upon by a strange man they did not know; or (c) It truly was the content of my
comment that bothered them, and it was either something about me specifically being a teacher
that bothered them or something about DPSCD.
I knew it was the latter of these options only because of what I heard them say to each
other after they all cringingly smiled and nodded at me without saying a word in response: “Ugh,
DPS, I’d never work there!” “Right! Have you seen how their kids behave?” “Not only that,
none of their teachers are actually good at their job. They’re lazy. They wouldn’t be able to cut it
at our school.” These educators were reinforcing the caste system described by Zernike (2016) as
well as a logic of domination in that they believed they were “higher up” than those in Detroit’s
public schools and therefore were better. My heart sank. It was not that I felt they were attacking
me personally, but their comments were so engrained in such a negatively damaging discourse
that I began to feel sorry for my students. If this is how such a discourse could make me feel as a
teacher in DPSCD, I could only imagine how this system plays itself out in the lives of students.
One would think that in a state where families are currently suing the government over
the right to literacy (Wong, 2018), and therefore the ability to be “critical readers” not just of
texts but of their society (Apple & Beane, 2007), the bureaucrats and politicians in charge of
funding Michigan’s public schools would search out alternative theories and philosophies to
market-oriented charters and for-profit schools that breed such a toxic level of competitiveness.
Unfortunately, keeping racial and economic minorities illiterate and therefore unable to fully
participate in the processes that may influence change upon these systems has been a historical
hallmark of systemized education in the United States. If such changes were actually to occur,
core-periphery relationships would need to collapse, domination hierarchies would need to
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crumble, and those in socioeconomic positions of power would have to give up not only capital,
but also individualist ideals of meritocracy in exchange for true democratic processes, practices,
and reforms that benefit the overall welfare of the families and communities whose futures rely
upon the public education system. For such events to transpire, an anarchist-informed punk
pedagogy offers a direction for educators to take.
Socially and culturally, punk pedagogy has the potential to provide a voice to those
students and individuals silenced by the effects of the subjugation and prejudice that exists
within contemporary education. Because punk can channel its disruptive tendencies toward a
social justice agenda for those marginalized or silenced within a society (Smith et al., 2017), it
can therefore serve to create a democratic space for students to learn, such spaces where students
not only know their voice is valued but one where students and educators both know how to
listen and how to hear one another so that they may work together for the benefit of the learning
community, not just for the benefits of students as individual entities (hooks, 1994). This action
allows teachers and students to engage in a pedagogy that “perceives the reality of oppression
not as a closed world from which there is no exit, but as a limiting situation which they can
transform” (Freire, 2018, p. 49). Because punk pedagogy provides the environment and
opportunities for marginalized students to discover their voices and equally participate in
educational as well as social processes, it concurrently promotes students to “examine the truth
value of their meanings and perceptions, particularly as they relate to dominant rationality”
(Giroux, 1983, p. 203). By allowing marginalized voices to be augmented and heard through a
punk pedagogy, a step is taken toward flattening the domination hierarchies that turn education
into a form of exclusive property that only a specific sect of individuals in society are allowed to
access and possess (Bueno, 2007; Lipman, 2011). As I continue to explore and enact a punk
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pedagogy in my own classroom and also as I serve in the capacity of an instructional coach to the
teachers in my building, these are my ultimate goals, to instill a sense of examination and
questioning in both students and teachers alike so that we can challenge and shatter the dominant
rationalities that have led to the formation of such pervasively detrimental hierarchies.
The development of a comprehensive punk pedagogy is an incessant quest for new
approaches that rebel against the inequitable and prejudicial systems of United States culture,
systems that have come to blind the consciousness of so many citizens so that they are no longer
able to see the blatant injustices that are tolerated and allowed to exist. Punk pedagogy offers a
solution: a sledgehammer fixed in the dialogic philosophies of peace, love, unity, and justice
designed to destroy any hierarchy keeping students, individuals, and families in subservient
positions of social, cultural, and economic enslavement. Through realizing the possibilities of a
punk pedagogy defined by an agenda of anti-domination (be that domination anti-capitalist, antineoliberal, or any other such form of sociocultural and economic subjugation), anti-violence, and
anti-exploitation, the voices of teachers and students alike will be heard, no longer be crushed
beneath the weight of greed, corruption, and exploitation.
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CHAPTER 2: Up the Punx
The What vs. the When of Punk Rock: An Introduction
They’re young but you were there too,
Don’t think they’re posing just because they never knew
The songs or the scene, it was there before you,
It’s way more important than your hair and tattoos.
—Against All Authority, “Shut It Down”
When I was in the tenth grade, I remember being assigned a research paper in my English
class; I was able to self-select the topic and write about whatever my 15-year-old heart desired.
My choice: the history of Punk Rock. I could not have been more thrilled. There were a few kids
in my school into punk, but none of my close friends nor anyone in my family identified with the
scene. When I first shaved my hair into a mohawk, I was grounded. When I first pierced my ears
with safety pins, I was grounded. I used to have to hide my CDs from my parents because they
thought they were inappropriate and offensive. One day my mother even came into my room and
took all of them, hiding them in the basement. She never knew I found them, made copies of
them all, and put the originals back where she had hidden them. My parents used to make me
change clothes when we went out in public, saying that I put a bad image on the family with my
homemade spiked vest and sleeveless t-shirts and pants covered in patches, pins, and zippers.
Eventually I wore them down until they just let me be (to a certain extent), but when it came to
my family and even my friends, I never felt as if I fully fit in. But here was a chance for me to
learn even more about the community to which I was drawn.
If there is one thing I remember about the history of punk rock from my research, it is
that it is nearly impossible to pinpoint an exact who, what, where, when, why, and how punk
rock was formed. Some argue that punk rock started in England, others the United States. Some
say it started with Iggy and the Stooges and the Ramones, others with the Sex Pistols and the
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Clash, while some argue punk is rooted in early rock and roll artists such as Elvis Presley and
Little Richard. While an entire dissertation could be written simply on the history of punk rock
arguing one of these positions, and while a plethora of nuance could contribute to the
understanding of the subculture, its influence upon the contemporary mainstream, and its reach
into the world of education, the purpose of the following section is to hone in upon and provide
context as to what punk rock is at its roots and why it was formed. By doing so, a foundation is
set in which I can better ground the six pillars I later define as being integral to the punk rock
ethos and community.
Marc Bayard echoes the struggle of defining and describing the history of punk, as many
historians, musicians, writers, and artists have for decades, as follows:
The major problem with trying to explain punk is that it is not something that fits neatly
into a box or categories. Not surprising as punk had made the explicit aim of trying to
destroy all boxes and labels. With that as a major hurdle, any project that tries to define
punk or explain it must do so with very broad brush strokes. Punk and punk music cannot
be pigeonholed to some spiked-haired white male wearing a leather jacket with a
thousand metal spikes listening to music real loud. (O’Hara, 1999, p. 11)
Regardless of whether punk started in New York City or in London, it is more important to
recognize that the history of punk rock is rooted in a specific ethos and philosophy. The
philosophy of punk is embedded in one’s rejection of or being rejected by what is considered to
be mainstream society (O’Hara, 1999). Punk came about out of a recognition that power
hierarchies were (and are) in place in societies spanning the globe through which specific groups
and individuals (e.g., non-wealthy, non-white, non-straight, non-male) are meant to be kept in
positions of subservience to a select minority of individuals who, more often than not, are simply
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born into power because of specific social characteristics they happen to possess. I am one of
those individuals. I have been born at the top of pretty much all the value hierarchies that exist
throughout our society. I was raised and socialized to believe that I can go wherever I want
whenever I want; that is my natural freedom and birthright. I do not need to be scared of the
challenges that confront others—I, because of how I was born, belong to an elite group of people
who are guaranteed success. To be punk is to reject this privilege, to reject this false normalcy.
Although some historians trace the roots of punk, specifically the roots of punk rock as a
music genre, much earlier, the most common decades ascribed to being most influential to the
formulation, advent, and appearance of punk are anywhere from the early 1950s to the late
1970s. After the 1970s, punk was an established movement, and therefore anything afterwards
can be considered as building upon something that was, ironically, recognized by mainstream
society as holding some level of tangible existence within the world. According to O’Hara
(1999), it is often argued that the music genre of punk began in the United States, specifically in
New York City, while the British punks were the ones who brought to light the political attitudes
and philosophy of the community as well as the nonconformist fashion styles. Irrespective of
where the scene began, it is often agreed upon that one of the main provocateurs of the feelings
of alienation and frustration from mainstream society which led to the formation of punk was
unemployment and poor socioeconomic and cultural conditions. Yet, instead of reacting with
violence as is often the historical trend, the working-class youth who felt such frustrations found
an outlet through rock and roll, inevitably leading to the advent of the punk rock genre.
More important than the debate as to where punk began, are the common philosophical
themes found within the community, such as ideas of disruption, self-construction, and struggles
against mainstream distractions (Sofianos, Ryde, & Waterhouse, 2015), and more important than
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punk becoming a cultural “thing” in the 1970s is that punk was and is to this day an open-ended
concept (Dunn, 2016). It was always puzzling to me that at various times in my life I have been
accused of both being “too punk” and “not punk enough.” Punk is open-ended and cannot be
neatly boxed into one definition, so it is impossible to be either of those options. According to
Dunn (2016), punk is a set of social practices in which punks imagined new ways of being; it is a
two-part process that includes the rejection of the status quo while simultaneously embracing a
DIY mindset. This is especially prevalent today when attempting to define or even identify who
or what is considered punk—it is not about whether or not you have a mohawk or tattoos or
piercings or spikes on your clothes or ripped and tattered band t-shirts held together with safety
pins; it is not even about what bands you are listening to—it is about a rejection of corporate
capitalism and materialism which commodifies and transforms culture into products meant for
consumption.
One thing that cannot be ignored about the history of punk is that there have been times
when punk has been associated with not-so-savory philosophies and political orientations. The
skinhead movement is perhaps the most notable movement associated with punks because they
originated around the same time out of similar working-class, anti-capitalist conditions, yet
where one group went left the other went right. Where punks are openly accepting and strive
towards inclusiveness of any and all peoples, skinheads are isolationist, which ultimately led to
the advent of the contemporary racist archetype of skinheads depicted in popular films such as
American History X. When I was a teenager, there was a small punk club in Grand Rapids, MI,
called Skelletones that I used to frequent. Independent coffeeshop by day, punk venue by night—
it was a young punk’s ultimate refuge. My first exposure to skinheads was at this venue. There
was not a whole group of them, just one alone. Over six feet tall but barely weighing one
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hundred pounds, he moshed with us and danced and head-banged and pumped his fist in the air.
He never started any trouble, but everyone was uncomfortable around him. The swastika tattooed
on his neck immediately made him an outsider to what the rest us felt like the punk community
represented. After that, I can recall from so many of the punk shows I have attended over the
years, from basement shows to small venues to stadiums, there often being a skinhead presence,
typically small but still there, even if it was only one skinhead. Sometimes they tried to start
fights; sometimes they were successful. But to this day I will always be confused seeing the ones
adorned in suspenders and swastika and iron-cross patches yet listening and dancing along to,
and seemingly enjoying, bands scream songs about acceptance and peace and love and unity.
As Dunn (2016) illustrates, whether punk or skin, it cannot be overlooked that the scene
has had a history of political orientations that lean other directions other than toward the typical
anarchist-left. Other than skinheads and neo-Nazis, punk bands have encompassed all facets of
right-wing politics, as well as libertarians, ultra-conservatives, and fascist. What is most
important, however, to focus on is the ethos that punk has primarily focused on from its advent
as well as what punk has come to symbolize today. Because punk is anti-capitalist and antineoliberal, it is automatically aligned with anti-racist and anti-prejudicial practices and beliefs.
Therefore, for the purposes of my research, any group that has a racist-leaning and/or
exclusionary ethos of any kind, be it regarding race, religion, gender, orientation, class status,
and so on, can automatically not be classified as punk. I define punk as a community of
belonging for those who are rejected by mainstream society. If anything, certain groups that
share various overlaps with the punk community, such as skinheads, align more so with the
practices and beliefs of conventional societal normativity that punk rails against as opposed to
the ethos and practices of the punk scene.
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Such sentiments regarding what is and is not considered to be punk can perhaps best be
encapsulated by the zine Maximum Rock ’N’ Roll (1982), which describes the values and
objectives of the punk subculture as follows:
The only thing that threatens a society based on dividing and conquering—pitting sex
against sex, race against race, subculture against subculture—is unity. If the system
stresses anti-intellectualism, then we must become intellectuals. If it stresses isolation and
ignorance of each other, then we must learn to trust. If it stresses individualism, we must
collect ourselves. If it stresses blind respect for authority, we must only give respect to
those who earn it. If punk is to be a threat, different from society, then any so-called punk
who flirts with racism and sexism, proudly displays ignorance, resorts to physical
violence and is afraid of knowledge or political action, is not a threat at all, but has gone
over to the enemy…it is the ideas behind the music, the dress, the ‘zines that are
important, not the leather-clad bands and haircuts. (p. 4, emphasis my own)
To be punk, as reflected in what I identify as the pillars of punk rock pedagogy, involves
rejecting the passive role of the consumer (Dunn, 2016) by actively expressing rage in an
original way that ensures a lack of conformity in every way possible, all in a quest for truth
(O’Hara, 1999). Developing over the past decades by “championing the DIY ethos, punk is the
intentional transformation of individuals from consumers of the mass media to agents of cultural
production. It is a rejection of passivity and a championing of personal empowerment” (Dunn,
2016, p. 13). The history of punk is defined by staunch ethical beliefs. Again, it was never about
spiked hair and loud music or even the DIY clothing and magazines—those were just
representations of what punks believe, that is, the simultaneous belief in the individual as well as
the community, a position that actively resists those systems which purposefully and
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intentionally support value hierarchies that crush the quest for truth that punks seek—as Freire
(2018) would argue, the quest for liberation and humanization.
Punk Pedagogy: What’s Been Done
Punk ain’t no religious cult,
Punk means thinking for yourself,
You ain’t hardcore ‘cause you spike your hair
When a jock still lives inside your head.
—Dead Kennedys, “Nazi Punks Fuck Off”
It was not until nearly 10 years into my teaching career that I discovered there was actual
pedagogical literature utilizing punk as educational practice. Up until then, I had merely been
applying my own personal punk spirit within my teaching, but not in any formalized sort of
fashion. I would incorporate punk songs and lyrics into my lessons and daily routines, I would
snub administrative directives, I defiantly refused to conform to the district’s dress-code, I
worked as hard as I could towards implementing a curriculum of social justice even if that meant
straying from what I was directed to teach, but never did I fathom that the ethos of the punk
community I grew up in could be so transferable to the world of education. The ethos of the punk
community has been applied in various pedagogical fashions throughout an assortment of
educational settings (Furness, 2012; Smith, Dines, & Parkinson, 2018). Such applications
include: art and education therapy (Bestley, 2018; Masino Drass, 2016; Way, 2018), critical
pedagogy (Kafara, 2018; Smith et al., 2018; Torrez, 2012), higher education studies (Harniess,
2018; Parkinson, 2017; Vila Diéguez, 2018), music education (Kallio, 2018; Niknafs, 2018;
O’Dair & Beaven, 2018), and qualitative inquiry (Relles & Clemens, 2018). With the inequities
and inequalities found in contemporary educational models and ideologies, the use of such punkbased pedagogies and the overall philosophies of the punk community serve to liberate and
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redefine those systems and logics of domination that have historically developed and been
established to benefit a few and harm many.
The notion of punk pedagogy presents a plethora of possibilities towards rectifying the
social injustices that exist within the school systems of the United States, such as economic
inequalities, racial and gender discriminations, teacher-student relationships, curricula,
interpretations of student behaviors, punishments, and the reinforcement of centrically-oriented
value hierarchies. The ideologies that underpin what it means to be punk present the possibility
to act as a critical pedagogy and resistance theory (see Freire, 2018; Giroux, 1983; hooks, 1994)
that can combat any and all systematic and cultural disparities that exist to hinder the educations
and livelihoods of students in underprivileged communities and schools. Simply put, a punk
pedagogy is the application of the punk ethos purposefully and meaningfully into an educational
setting or to educational ideologies, whether within the classroom directly, or applications
directed toward educational policy and reform. Therefore, to understand such implementations, it
is necessary to understand exactly what the defining characteristics and attributes of punk ethos
are, what it means to be a punk, and what it means to actively engage in this subculture. From
there, connections to the realm of education can be more accurately theorized and applied.
While the actualization of a comprehensive punk pedagogy in the context of public
education in the United States remains largely untapped, some related applications have been
explored. According to Smith et al. (2018), like the best pedagogical practices, punk is dynamic
and responsive. Since punk, in the vein of anarchist pedagogy, is both non-institutional as well as
anti-institutional to mainstream culture, it constitutes an alternative education system with its
own artifacts, practices, and ideologies (Parkinson, 2017). From this work, Smith (2018)
summarizes three themes as to how teachers may understand and apply punk as a pedagogy;
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these include performativity, where the teacher adopts roles outside of domination hierarchies;
autodidactism, where students are empowered through learning for themselves; and experience,
where students’ experiences are placed at the core of their educations. All three of these themes
reflect anarchist ideologies, yet vitally synthesized with the punk culture through the use of
culturally specific symbols and practices.
Do It Yourself (DIY)
The DIY production and material and ideological distribution methods used by punks
have the possibility to support the social justice intentions of critical inquiry, in that such
processes are shaped by a friction that exists between action and the dominant system with the
consumers of cultural production as the mediators (Relles & Clemens, 2018). The ideal of punk
creativity and ingenuity illustrated through the DIY process serves as a complement to current
DIY pedagogical trends (Chidgey, 2014; Lian, 2014; Martin & Hickey, 2016) that exist in
education in order to find innovative solutions to problems that the state and institutionalized
education systems have failed to address (Gibbons & Snake-Beings, 2018). Not a day goes by
teaching in Detroit’s public schools that I have to rely in some way on my own DIY ethic in
order to bring to life the three tenets of punk pedagogy described by Smith (2018), whether that
means searching for outside resources and texts, designing lessons independently of the given
curriculum, creating activities and assignments that empower students, or even figuring out how
to engage students in learning when basic materials such as paper and pencils are absent from
our classroom. While current DIY pedagogies often focus on alternative ways of disseminating
knowledge (Hemphill & Leskowitz, 2013), punk discourse adds integral pedagogical layers by
interrogating and deconstructing texts, symbols, icons, and culture itself, much like a critical
discourse analysis, while also providing alternatives to sociocultural dilemmas that initially go
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unidentified (Kahn-Egan, 1998).
The core values of punk establish punk pedagogies as ideations of non-institutionalized
education by providing individuals with skills, perspectives, and strategies that enable them to
assume control over their own lives away from the covert and overt systematic structures and
ideologies of formal schooling (Santos and Guerra, 2018). Torrez (2012) stresses that while the
application of punk philosophy in the classroom frames how students and teachers interact with
outside society, it likewise shapes the manner through which educators construct their
classrooms as a learning environment. Anything from the way I arrange my desks, to where
students sit and who they sit by, to the choices I make in décor, all such decisions are rooted in
punk pedagogy. It takes me days if not weeks to get my classroom set up in a way that I consider
a perfectly balanced reflection of both myself as a punk pedagogue as well as my students, their
cultures, and their lives. One of the biggest conversation pieces of my room is the juxtaposition
of my Tupac Shakur poster next to a Punk’s Not Dead flag.
Challenging the Status Quo
Erricker (2001) considers the intellectual utility of punk as one that challenges educators
to treat all epistemologies subversively and relativistically by denying them the status they
confer onto themselves. Concurrently, Parkinson (2017) presents a study that highlights the
ability of punk to awaken people to the possibility that all aspects of the educational process
must not be taken from a mere surface-level approach, lending itself to a performative
methodology of teaching where educators and students alike engage in constant questioning and
shifting between various worldviews. Participants within this study positioned the punk ethos as
particularly useful to the role of educators because it allows them to take on the role of the Other,
to safeguard and obtain justice for marginalized groups, and to resist mainstreamed practices
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while reflecting upon the impact marketization has had on learning. Punk thus provides a form
through which individuals perform resistance in response to identity schisms felt within
education (Parkinson, 2017). Because I am not of the same background, culture, or lived
experiences of my students, I spend the first few weeks of every school year focusing on the
theme of identity. By engaging students in autobiographical as well as biographical activities
(such as peer interviews), I can more readily step into the role of the Other and protect myself
against forms of assumptive reasoning that I have engaged in in the past.
Questioning authority is another key trait of the punk ethos. For example, punk
pedagogies, as illustrated by Kahn-Egan (1998), call for curricula that actively encourage
students to question authority so they can foster the skills necessary for critical thinking and
debate. By developing these skills, punk pedagogy acts as a “manifestation of equity, rebellion,
critique, self-examination, solidarity, community, love, anger, and collaboration” that becomes
“a space where the teacher-learner hierarchy is disavowed and the normative discourse of
traditional education is dissembled” (Torrez, 2012, pp. 135-136). Kafara (2018) echoes this
sentiment by indicating that in a punk-influenced classroom instructors and students would be
indistinguishable from each other—participation would be the catalyst to dissolve contemporary
educational hierarchies within the entire schooling system, not just the classroom, where all
participants could develop their own critical consciousness. I have been a part of multiple
curriculum adoption committees, and I have yet to see one curriculum offered to a district that
highlights the skill of questioning. Students analyze, they infer, they synthesize and elaborate,
but questioning, specifically questioning authority is never present. This is yet another reason
why I engage students in the activity where they interrogate the curriculum and textbook we are
meant to learn. As this process of questioning and disassembly progresses, Santos and Guerra
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(2018) assert that punk pedagogy becomes a progression of liberation where taking on an
outsider positionality enables the development of an educational process that can happen both
inside the punk subculture as well as draw from mainstream society to become a process that
uses participant characteristics, diversity, and ethos to create a collectively radical alternative to
more common individualistic schooling hegemonies.
Torrez (2012) stresses that while the application of punk philosophy in the classroom
frames how students and teachers interact with outside society, it likewise shapes the manner
through which educators construct their classrooms as not just a physical but a mental learning
environment. When applied, a learning environment influenced by punk pedagogy may involve a
complex mixture of qualities and positions that contain numerous tensions—it presents an
imperative that focuses primarily on a continuum from individual responsibility and action to
collaboration and cooperation (Smith, 2018). In such a setting, participation is more important
than skill, social standing, or academic accomplishment (Kafara, 2018).
Anarchist Punk Pedagogy
The political philosophy and ideologies of anarchism, as well as libertarianism, inform
much of the narrative as well as the activism within the punk community (Smith et al., 2018).
While there are varying strands of anarchism and while punk can be situated within these strands
to varying degrees, the purpose of this section is to provide a brief and wholistic overview of the
connections between punk to the sociopolitical foundations of anarchist thought. According to
Levine and Stumpf (1983), the heart of the punk movement embodies that which represents the
object of fear, disgust, and rejection for the rest of society, including that which represents
anarchy. Synonymous with membership in the subculture of punk is an acute political and social
awareness (Smith et al., 2018)—it possesses an attitude of constant defiance in the face of
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injustice. As such, along with challenging the mainstream’s distortions of what constitutes truth
and normalcy, punk culture disrupts mainstream forms of domination through four core
concepts: the collapse of hierarchy, the search for authenticity and understanding, deconstruction
and reconstruction, and empowerment through a DIY mindset (Masino Drass, 2016). Kafara
(2018) echoes these exact concepts with a specific regard to authenticity by indicating that all
members should participate in whatever way best suits their individuality. Effectively, through
such concepts, processes, and ideologies, especially when considering punk as a movement
beyond teenage angst to that of social justice and rebellion in the face of socially constructed
hierarchical domination, punk exists as a reflective subculture that exists outside of the
mainstream while simultaneously highlighting its faults (Levine & Stumpf, 1983). Punk is
therefore a culture based on beliefs that emphasize questioning conformity while creating a safe
space for individuality within an inclusive community (Masino Drass, 2016), all of which
resonate with the key tenets of both seminal and contemporary anarchist thought.
Such perspectives include the punk ideal of never assuming a role of domination over any
other individual and group. As another reflection of anarchist theory, both punk and anarchism
call for the elimination of hierarchies within the classroom. Heckert, Shannon, and Willis (2012)
say these punk-centric goals can be achieved by committing to a reciprocal way of learning
where all individuals, whether teacher or student, learn from each other in dynamic and fluid
ways, absent of domination-oriented teacher-student relationships. While many teachers in urban
schools refuse to allow this, although there are also many who do, one of the first decisions I
make at the beginning of the school year is to allow students, no matter what grade level, to
choose their own seating. This quickly yet effectively communicates to students a level of trust
and serves to work towards a flattening of the teacher-student hierarchy.
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The discourse of individualism can often be heavy with influence upon the students I
teach, outweighing the balance between individuality and community that anarchism purports.
Many of my students think they are out in the world on their own and that no one will help them
other than themselves. A student I had just this school year, we will refer to him as Meech, relied
on this discourse as gospel. His experiences in life had led him through abandonment and abuse
and violence; everyone who was supposed to be there for him throughout his life had let him
down, whether they were friends, family members, or teachers. He truly thought of himself as a
community of one. He refused to work with a partner or engage in any form of group work, no
matter how small the assignment. Multiple times I tried to explain to him what I thought were all
of the benefits of community and learning together, not just inside of the classroom, but outside
as well. Yet I found myself questioning my own thoughts of individualism when he began to
open up little by little and let me in on his life experiences. If I had lived through what he had, I
am pretty sure I would believe that I was an autonomous unit, that I needed to look out for my
self-interests because that is where the greatest good would be found, and that it was natural for
me to compete against others in order to be happy. Over the years I have found it easy enough to
celebrate my students’ individuality, but learning how to combat the discourse of individualism
so that it does not overpower the benefits of forming a community of learning is something I am
still working out.
Just as punk calls for a balance between recognizing the individual along with
establishing an inclusive community that supports and defends the rights of all, so too does
anarchist education. Suissa (2004) argues that the role of the anarchist educator is to transition
themselves and their students away from mainstream ideologies to more self-governing,
equitable communities. Effectively, punk and anarchism focus on a reorganization of
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relationships; this is especially crucial in the realm of pedagogy when considering the dynamics
that exist between students and teachers. Traditionally, Western education presents a hierarchical
model in which the teacher is assumed to be above the student regarding knowledge and
skillsets, and also when considering moral and ethical principles and cultural orientation. Punk
and anarchist pedagogy both call for a dismissal of this centric model in that they both reject
state authorities’ imposed influence over morality and moral law (Raz, 2003).
Both punks and anarchists root their actions in the good of all, not just a minority of
individuals already benefiting from preordained socioeconomic constructs of power. As both
punks and anarchists desire to disrupt authoritarian, prejudicial, and discriminatory practices,
choosing to adopt anarchism as their primary political stance is a logical orientation for the punk
community. When applied directly to the classroom setting, a combination of punk ethos with
anarchism allows for the development and application of punk as a radical pedagogy—a further
imagining of the democratic benefits present within an actualized punk pedagogy.
Henry Giroux (1983) makes the claim that radical pedagogies must concern themselves
with how to determine the context in which they can be most productive to best address the
needs of oppressed individuals. Because it acts as a model of resistance and transgression for
oppressed individuals, particularly in urban educational settings, punk has the potential of being
such a radical pedagogy within the social, political, cultural, and economic context of the
education system within the United States. As stated, Parkinson (2017) makes the claim that
because punk constitutes an anti-institutional counterculture, it therefore assumes the role of an
alternative pedagogy. By placing education within the framework of an anti-institutional
philosophy, punk allows itself to be a pedagogy for those oppressed students in urban school
systems unwillingly positioned along the bottom of historically embedded sociocultural
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domination hierarchies.
According to Freire (2018), such a liberating pedagogy is one that is forged not for, but
with those who are oppressed (e.g., impoverished urban minority students struggling against
subjugating logics of domination). Through this pedagogy, oppression and its causes are made
into “objects of reflection by the oppressed, and from that reflection will come their necessary
engagement in the struggle for liberation” (Freire, 2018, p. 48). Punk’s power as a pedagogy of
the oppressed is partially embedded in that punk is itself a subculture that exists outside of the
mainstream while simultaneously highlighting its faults through outward converse expressions
(Levine & Stumpf, 1983), which allows for the oppressed “to grasp the ways in which the
concrete world opposes the possibilities inherent in its own conditions” (Giroux, 1983, p. 161),
as well as meaningfully engage with the processes, beliefs, and systems that are meant to prevent
them from achieving a truly democratic education.
The Learning Environment
Teachers and students engaged in punk have the ability to accomplish the weighty task of
creating an emancipating pedagogy by evaluating and reimagining the student-teacher
relationship and by creating democratic classroom communities. In a radical pedagogy,
everyone’s presence must be acknowledged, not just the presence of the instructor, with the
contributions of all individuals in the classroom acting as resources that form a flourishing
community and enhance the process of defining a meaningful curriculum (hooks, 1994). Such
schools become places of cooperation and collaboration rather than competition (Apple &
Beane, 2007). Likewise, the punk ethos that informs punk pedagogy is based on an ideology of
creating a safe space for individual contributions within a community (Masino Drass, 2016).
Therefore, applying the punk philosophy to a classroom simultaneously accomplishes individual
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and communal goals by creating an environment in which students and instructors are
indistinguishable from each other—through equal participation, power hierarchies within
schooling systems can begin to crumble (Kafara, 2018). This process of positional disassembly is
partially what maintains punk pedagogy as a philosophy of freedom for the oppressed, where
taking on roles and perspectives other than one’s own leads to dismantling hierarchical
hegemony and the creation of liberating educational alternatives (Freire, 2018; Santos and
Guerra, 2018). Yet, as I experienced in my second year of teaching, there are dangers in
attempting to fully dismantle the teacher-student hierarchy that traditionally exists in schools.
Keeping a very long story short, I was forced to resign in lieu of being fired from my
teaching position at the upper-class suburban school I taught at before making my way to
Detroit. Apart from the few months I spent teaching in Kenya, this was my first official teaching
job. I dove head-first into establishing who I wanted to be as an educator, being dubbed the
“most nontraditional teacher” many of the parents had ever seen. The community where I taught
was relatively conservative, so my brash, tattooed, lip-ring-wearing style immediately put many
of them on high alert. Every decision I made I thought was in the vein of Kafara (2018) in that I
worked towards crumbling the power-dynamics that exist between teachers and students. I did
not want to be above my students; I wanted to be with them. The students seemed to respond.
They opened up to me and to each other, they worked together, they created and achieved, but to
some of the parents, I was crossing personal boundaries, I did not act “professional” enough, I
was inappropriate in how I presented myself in both behavior and appearance as well as how I
presented their students’ educations. I was not what they wanted their middle-schoolers exposed
to. So the complaints came rolling in. Looking back, I do not think how I behaved warranted
losing my job, but I do think I got wrapped up in the discourse of punk in a way that I could have
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approached much differently. I had lost sight of the true meaning of punk pedagogy and was
thinking only of myself, which ultimately led to the animosity between myself and the various
parents who I affronted.
As aforementioned, where Torrez (2012) stresses that the application of punk pedagogy
frames how students and teachers interact with society inside and outside of the classroom and
therefore influences how educators create learning environments. Smith (2018) illustrates how,
when punk pedagogy is applied, learning environments may involve a complex mixture of
qualities and positions that contain numerous tensions, resulting in a continuum from individual
responsibility and action to collaboration, cooperation, and working with others. In such a
setting, active involvement is more significant than ability, social standing, or academic
accomplishments (Kafara, 2018). As such, a punk pedagogy would benefit students and teachers
alike in impoverished urban districts in that it directly attacks and flattens social hierarchies by
redistributing traditional educational power dynamics that have become all too commonplace
under such a competition-based and domination-oriented economic system.
To be a punk and a member of this community is to take a staunch anti-capitalist stance,
not just in ethos and belief, but also in active participation and rebellion, for the punk culture is
one that demands the confrontation and eradication of all forms of injustice (Anonymous, 2005).
Punk began in part as such a confrontation, a confrontation against capitalism within the music
industry and society, and mainstreamed cultural unawareness (Moyer, 2007)—unawareness in
the sense that the popular culture of mainstream music and other forms of media served to
reproduce practices and discourses of domination, subordination, and prejudice. The history of
punk is not only entrenched in antithetical beliefs in contrast to the ideals of mainstream
capitalism, but punk is also a specific reactionary ethos in which attitudes of creativity and
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participation were established (Kafara, 2018). Therefore, to be a punk pedagogue, one not only
recognizes the effects economic structures has upon students, themselves, the entire educational
system, and upon the cultures in which they all exist, but punk pedagogues also reject any aspect
of the education fixed in discourses of domination and value hierarchies that present any form of
detriment to their students and therefore society as a whole.
Limitations of Current Literature
A war against the system, a war for what is right,
We'll play our music, have our say, we're gonna fucking fight,
We'll carry on the banner for what punk should be and was,
Even if we're the fucking last we won't give up our cause.
—The Virus, “Still Fighting for a Future”
There are multiple limitations within the current articulations of punk pedagogy that my
dissertation addresses. To begin, punk has, until now, never been synthesized and analyzed in
such a way to identify comprehensive pillars that represent the community as a whole. The
closest thus far has been the work of Kevin Dunn (2016), in which he tackles punk at both the
global and local level through thematic analyses, including aspects of identity, the do-it-yourself
ethos, and anarcho-resistance to systematic social structures of everyday life. Though thematic in
nature, Dunn does not use data from the scene to justify such themes, as I have done, drawing
directly from punk lyrics to discern what pillars construct the ethos of the scene. Dunn’s work
also does not apply such thematic elements specifically to the classroom. Sofianos et al. (2015)
provide a comprehensive collection of punk philosophy, but again disconnected from a specific
synthesis with educational pedagogy. Their work organizes punk around various themes and
subjects such as disruption, construction, and creation, but without a cohesive epistemology.
The work of Smith et al. (2018), on the other hand, does apply punk specifically in the
form of pedagogy to address contemporary educational and social issues within the system of
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schooling. However, similar to Dunn, Smith et al. (2018) does not ground their work around a
comprehensive analysis of what defines the “pillars” of punk rock, its community, and its
overarching ethos. Instead, their pedagogical work is organized into the categorical themes of
punk learning, punk teaching, and theorizing from punk pedagogical practices. All contributing
authors to their work bring their own insights, attitudes, descriptions, and analyses to various
contexts of education from arts-based education to teaching at the graduate level. The work of
Zack Furness (2012) represents as similar approach to punk pedagogy, in that his work is a
compilation of voices from various educational settings who all, most poignantly and
meaningfully, describe how they specifically have applied various aspects of the punk culture
into their teaching, but still lacking a cohesive definition of what those tenets of punk are. My
work specifically analyzes the work of dozens of punk rock artists (i.e., song lyrics) in order to
prove that, even though punk is meant to be left partially indefinable, there are in fact various
tenets that uphold the community and ethos as a whole, which has to this point never been done
before in an academic setting.
While there is a plethora of work explaining the connections between and history of punk
rock to its main political underpinning of anarchism, there is little to no work present
synthesizing the pedagogical aspects of both punk and anarchism in the realm of education. Ian
Glasper (2014) provides perhaps the deepest and most succinct history of anarcho-punk. He
summarizes the scene as bands that were not “thrashing against any imaginary opponent
conjured by the paranoia of youth” that were not interested in the “sensationalist, unworkable
notions of anarchy and chaos” but instead “wanted a gradual revolution from within” including
“anarchy, peace and freedom” (p. 11). Yet, while the oral testimonies assembled in this text
provide readers with a rich demonstration of the intricacies of anarcho-punk, there are lacking
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connections to seminal anarchist pedagogy as well as contemporary educational conditions. The
work of Dunn (2016) does, however, represent one of these missing connections. Dunn’s work
does link the punk community to seminal anarchist theory, drawing upon theorists and
philosophers such as Bakunin and Kropotkin, but again, his work falls short of addressing how
punk in relation to anarchist theory relates directly to educational pedagogy, which is where my
work picks up. Dunn instead does what most of the contemporary work on punk rock does, and
that is to draw out the historical context of the scene within which anarchy and punk rock joined
forces. My work represents a combination of these three elements—punk, anarchism, and
educational pedagogy—which has never been done before. I look at the intersection of these
three concepts in order to flesh out how and why punk as pedagogy, including tenets of seminal
anarchist theory, is necessary, now more than ever, to address the injustices created by
historically embedded discourses of domination upon the system of education.
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CHAPTER 3: Pedagogy and Curriculum
Due to their fucking state control you’re forced to go into their schools
Where they teach us twisted history and make us pledge allegiance to their flag.
It’s time that the next generation learned to think for them-fucking-selves.
—The Unseen, “What Are You Gonna Do?”
Upon delving into the a priori literature on punk pedagogy, it is also prudent to explore,
analyze, and define the pedagogical philosophies that underly these instructional practices. By
reviewing the literature on radical pedagogies, it becomes clear as to how punk rock seamlessly
transverses the realms of culture and society into education and teaching. Along with analyzing
and defining the concept of pedagogy and its various radical possibilities and applications, it is
also prudent to do the same to the concept of curriculum. Considering the current state of
education that results from placement within varying logics of domination, understanding and
defining both pedagogical and curricular teaching philosophies and practices sets the foundation
for the pillars of punk pedagogy, which allows for a greater understanding of how and why punk
rock and the ethos of the punk community offer a solution for educators to adopt in order to
bring to life a radical pedagogy of liberation and equity.
Pedagogy: Learning Liberation and Love
And I don’t wanna be learned/and I don’t wanna be tamed.
And I don’t wanna be learned/and I don’t wanna be tamed.
—The Ramones, “I Don’t Wanna Be Learned”
The concept of pedagogy can hold a multitude of interpretations, meanings, and
applications in the world of urban education; therefore, a definition as to how I use this term
throughout this dissertation with specific regard to the tenets of punk is necessary.
Pedagogy as Liberation and Transformation
To begin, my use of the concept of pedagogy moves beyond the mere act of teaching and
instead focuses on pedagogy as a philosophy of educational liberation, resistance, and
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transgression (see Freire, 2018; Giroux, 1983; hooks, 1994). In this sense, pedagogy is the
transformational process of restoring humanity both for individuals and groups of people who
are oppressed as well as those who are the oppressors (Freire, 2018). This is of important note
when considering the use of punk pedagogy specifically in urban education, for educators can
transgress boundaries and find themselves in positions of both the oppressors as well as the
oppressed—therefore, pedagogy is the active process of teachers and students actively working
together to achieve liberation for both groups as opposed to either group in isolation. According
to Giroux (1983), such pedagogical practices of resistance and liberation must be “decoded and
measured against their potential to foster rather than hamper intellectual growth and social
inquiry” (p. 68). These pedagogical actions hold particular importance for those groups and
individuals, specifically students, who on a daily basis experience powerlessness because their
cultures, histories, and lived experiences are “at odds” with the dominant school culture. By
adopting pedagogy as a philosophy of liberation, students who experience such powerlessness
will be able to see their own histories and cultures affirmed in the classroom, moving them
beyond the station of the oppressed while simultaneously moving their teachers who choose to
teach in such liberating fashions beyond the station of the oppressor.
Pedagogy as Culturally Relevant Practice Through Choice
Any radical pedagogy, including punk, must insist that everyone’s presence, no matter
their role, be acknowledged through actual pedagogical practices in order to place genuine value
upon all individuals, their backgrounds, cultures, and histories, all while recognizing the worth
within the resources of every individual’s presence and contributions to the learning process
(hooks, 1994). The easiest way I have found to achieve such a pedagogy, something known by
many, is to provide students with as much choice in the learning experience as possible. One of
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the first activities I engage students with at the beginning of the school year is an examination of
the textbook and curriculum from which they are supposed to learn. I indicate what stories we
are supposed to read and what major tasks we are meant to complete. I allow the students to
preview these texts, to investigate the authors, and decide whether or not they believe these texts
are worthwhile when considering their own personal interests, backgrounds, and histories. If the
majority of them indicate a text is not worth their time, then their next goal is to research a
replacement text that will add genuine value to their learning experience. While any first-year
teacher knows the importance of providing students choice, the reason this process is radically
transformative is because it encourages students to not only interrogate the what they are
supposed to learn, but to effectively tear it down and rebuild it so that it is representative of their
own educational needs and cultures.
hooks (1994) considers such a pedagogy to be “engaged” in that educators must actively
take part in acts of liberation in order to fully transgress systems of domination and oppression.
Such pedagogical practices include constantly interrogating and reshaping curricula so as to be
able to best reach and teach diverse groups of students, which requires educators to both
recognize and understand that each classroom is not only different, but that educational strategies
must be constantly reconceptualized to address each student and therefore each new teaching
experience. Punk pedagogy offers such a reconceptualization of educational processes in that
solidarity between educators and students is formed by flattening any present domination
hierarchy, effectively forging a pedagogy with the oppressed, not for the oppressed, through
which a transformation of reality can occur (Freire, 2018).
Pedagogy as a philosophy and act of resistance and liberation must therefore be culturally
relevant and responsive. Culturally relevant and responsive pedagogy entails explicitly planning
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curricula, both overt and hidden, so that it recognizes the diverse nature of the cultures and
histories brought to school with the intention of normalizing the humanity of each student within
a learning environment (Gay, 2010; Ladson-Billings, 1995). Such teaching and pedagogical
practices must also entail a certain level of “responsiveness” on behalf of teachers through which
knowledge is formed and connections made with the actual lived experiences of students
(Howard, 2006). This sort of engagement, according to hooks (1994), requires teachers to be
actively committed to a “process of self-actualization that promotes their own well-being if they
are to teach in a manner that empowers students” (p. 15), a process that remains distinct from “an
egoism cloaked in the false generosity of paternalism” that makes the oppressed, be they students
or educators, into objects of humanitarianism as opposed to the desired actively engaged entities
of liberation (Freire, 2018, p. 54). Multiple times throughout the school year, I provide students
with surveys to complete as to how they feel about my teaching and what they are learning in
class. I specifically ask them questions about whether or not they feel recognized as an individual
and if they feel their culture recognized and respected both within their classroom and within my
teaching practices. This is not something I automatically knew how to do. Reflecting back upon
my earlier years of teaching, and I know to some extent today, I make choices that rely on
varying levels of assumptive reasoning.
I would make assumptions about what students felt was important to learn and what they
thought was not. For example, when I first started teaching, I practically refused to teach Beowulf
because I assumed it was not culturally relevant to my students. However, upon teaching it, it has
become one of my favorite units as over the years I have had students, on their own fruition,
connect themes from the story to experiences they have on a daily basis on the streets of Detroit,
covering topics from heroism to violence to caste systems. I learned by watching colleagues of
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mine who had students hanging on their every word to be an active listener, to offer students
periodic surveys, all to respect and ensure that their individual and cultural voices be heard
within their educational processes. For pedagogy to in fact be punk, educators must be willing to
tear down their own biases and assumptions, they must be willing to be reflexive, and they must
be willing to expose the internal prejudices they may be unaware of in order to reshape the
learning experiences of students in such a way that students do not feel as if they are “othered”
within their own educational processes.
Pedagogy as Critical, Democratic, and Anti-Capitalist
I could have made Beowulf even more transformative by engaging students in a
deconstruction and interrogation of the text, by having them identify any implicit biases and
prejudices that exist not only within the text itself, but within the curriculum’s and district’s
decisions to have them read the text in the first place. Students could have also been encouraged
to engage in research where they draw comparisons between Scandinavian folklore to more
culturally relevant legends and myths.
To enact pedagogy of this kind, teachers must also actively recognize that the schools in
which they teach reproduce inequalities and therefore educators must see themselves as
participants in the larger struggle against society and education as a system in which the need for
change must be enacted (Cochran-Smith, 1997). By doing so, educators can engage in what
Howard (2006) refers to as “transformational” pedagogy where educators work towards stepping
out of the “dominance programming that is so pervasive throughout our educational institutions
and discover an alternative and more authentic way to engage both across and within our various
ethnic and racial communities” (p. 133). Punk serves as such a transformational pedagogy in that
one of its primary tenets is for educators to actively step outside of the domination hierarchies of
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which they are apart, to remove themselves from the position of power they hold over their
students in order to be culturally responsive to the needs of the communities they serve. The
more I can focus on avoiding the traps of assumptive reasoning as I have and sometimes still do
fall into, the more I bring student voice into their own learning and the more I essentially work
towards transforming the discourses of domination that exist within society. Such radically
transformational pedagogy effectually combats “culturally subtractive schooling”—schooling
that expects both teachers and students alike to shed their cultural assets—by addressing both
demographic and democratic imperatives for the diversifying of teaching and schooling
processes (Achinstein & Ogawa, 2011). Punk’s focus on anti-violence, especially symbolic
forms of violence, is such a call against culturally subtractive schooling, rejecting the power
dynamics of competition and conformity so that all students can be recognized in such a way that
their individual histories are highlighted and valued.
Educational pedagogy, in this vein, is considered to be both critical and democratic. By
critical, punk pedagogy serves as a philosophy to challenge oppressive structures and expand
social justice, equity, and freedom. One reason I became an English teacher is because I believe
literacy is one of the most essential tools one can obtain in order to just that, to challenge
oppressive structures and expand social justice. Such challenging means that educators and
students cannot remain neutral, whether politically, personally, or socially, and that active
advocacy for equity and the common good must be upheld (Santone, 2019). According to Tatum
(2003), educators either act in complicity with reinforcing systems of dominance or they
consciously seek and work to subvert these dynamics in the name of what is best for students. As
indicated earlier, I know I have acted in complicity with reinforcing systems of dominance by
remaining voiceless in the presence of injustice, such as when I see the reinforcement of the
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criminalization of students in my school. Yet, because the ethos of the punk rock community is
one rooted in actively resisting structures and systems of dominance, as a pedagogy punk also
falls into the categorization of democratic education, and when so applied allows me to avoid
such complicity. In order for critically democratic challenging to occur, individuals must be
willing to interrogate the status quo of pedagogical processes that are often taken for granted and
shaped by middle-class norms. This can be achieved by transforming classrooms into learning
communities where everyone’s voice is heard, everyone’s presence recognized and valued,
multiple perspectives shared, and teachers and students actively work to subvert the “thoughts,
attitudes, and experiences of those who are materially privileged” (hooks, 1994, p. 185). Herein
would be a perfect chance for students and educators to both interrogate, deconstruct, and
reconstruct hierarchical educational reforms such as NCLB and the CCSS. By encouraging
students to become active participants in the accepting or dismantling, the creating or destroying
of their own learning standards a new level of social consciousness is developed so that students
avoid becoming passive recipients of knowledge. By doing so, they enact the pillars and ethos of
punk by challenging the status quo and avoiding any sort of violence that is enacted upon them
by suppressive discourses. While I have always had my students write their own classroom rules
as many teachers do, a further more radical transformation, encouraged by disruptive ethos of
punk, would be for students to rewrite their learning standards as well, effectually challenging
administration, the government, and societal norms all at the same time.
Curriculum within punk pedagogy is also democratic. By democratic, I do not mean in
the sense of democracy as a form of government, which in its own ways presents with various
forms of oppression and domination, but I instead refer to democratic education in the sense of
Dewey (1907) in that education is meant to be a balanced representation of both the individual
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and the community through which social change can occur. Considering such an application, a
democratic punk curriculum adheres to the theories of Apple and Beane (2007) in that such a
curriculum places emphasis upon access to a wide range of information, as well as the right of all
individuals to have their viewpoints heard. As such, teachers who adhere to a democratic
curriculum uphold the obligation of helping students explore a plethora of ideas in order to better
voice their own thoughts and opinions. Democratic curricula are therefore participatory in
nature—knowledge is socially constructed and is then distributed by peoples who hold particular
beliefs and interests. This type of curriculum moves beyond “selective traditions” of knowledge
that are endorsed by the dominant culture and instead strives toward a diverse and equitable
learning experience that includes a wider range of views and voices, through which no one
individual or group can claim sole ownership over knowledge, learning, and meaning (Apple &
Beane, 2007). Continuous opportunities to explore issues of race, class, gender, orientation, and
all cultures must therefore be present in order for a curriculum to encompass the true diversity of
a student body. While I and my students cannot choose all of the texts we read in class, a large
portion of the enacted curriculum being chosen for us, I strive to constantly bring in
supplementary materials, be they poems, songs, videos, and so on, to ensure that we as a learning
community have such continuous opportunities to explore such critical content. The act of
interrogating, deconstructing, and reconstructing the curriculum’s learning standards and
learning activities (as previously described), would also serve to include a wider range of voices,
making the educational process more diverse and equitable for students, especially those in urban
schools.
Teachers too have the right to have their voices be heard in a democratic curriculum, so
long as equity and a quest liberation are still at the core of the educational process. To ensure a
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democratic curriculum, especially in urban settings, teachers must also make curricula relevant to
students experiencing poverty; they must commit to learning about the lives of students so they
can do so effectively, for all students learn better when curricula relate to their own lives,
cultures, and histories (Gorski, 2018). There are often obstacles when attempting to achieve such
goals because, as stated by Apple and Beane (2007), there is often pressure to “keep the
curriculum within the narrow boundaries of the Western cultural tradition. The needs of business
and industry are suddenly the preeminent goals of our educational system” (p. 4), as well as the
fact that traditional curricula in the United States are highly gendered (Noddings, 2016) and
exclusionary to numerous other non-dominant groups.
In order to address such obstacles, Noddings (2016) asserts that teachers must have
knowledge of cultural capital in order to recognize that certain forms of knowledge have been
historically used to exclude specific groups of people from various material goods within society.
Giroux (1983) describes cultural capital as different sets of “cultural competencies that
individuals inherit by way of the class-located boundaries of their families” (p. 88). Schools and
the curricula they implement play prominent roles in legitimating and reproducing the capital of
the dominant classes (Bourdieu & Passeron, 2000). This relates back to my reflections upon
being too assumptive at times about my students, not only about their backgrounds and interests,
but about their abilities to navigate curricula as well. One time I presented a punk music video as
the opening to a lesson accompanied by a writing prompt. I was excited. I knew my students
loved music, but I did not take into consideration the cultural capital necessary to making a
connection between the content of my lesson’s opening and the rest of the curriculum. After the
video played, I expected pens and pencils to start flying. How could they not? The content was
there and they got to experience it in a way that deviated from the traditional curriculum. Instead,
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I was met with blank stares. I did not take into consideration how the music video I showed
them, because of its imagery and the fact that it was an all-white band, could have been
reproducing the discourses and capital of the dominant classes as opposed to if I had shown them
a video that contained cultural capital to which they could relate. Knowledge of cultural capital
allows educators to address an area of pedagogy that is directly intertwined with such capital and
can oftentimes be the most damaging towards achieving a democratic learning process—the
“hidden curriculum.”
The hidden curriculum are those “unstated norms, values, and beliefs embedded in and
transmitted to students through the underlying rules that structure the routines and social
relationships in school and classroom life” (Giroux, 1983, p. 47). They not only act as a routine
of socialization, but more importantly, they act as a process of social control through which
different socioeconomic classes of students experience schooling in different ways dependent
upon their positioning in comparison to the dominant culture. Anyon (1980) concludes that the
presence of a hidden curriculum within schools and education in general contributes to the
development in students of “certain potential relationships to physical and symbolic capital, to
authority, and to the process of work” (p. 90). Such a curriculum therefore holds the potential to
reproduce the systematically present relationships within society, especially those of unequal
social relations. According to Giroux (1983), it is crucial that educators address the hidden
curriculum by linking it to the notion of liberation, grounded in the principles of personal dignity
and social justice, similar in vein to Freire’s (2018) pedagogy of the oppressed. Teachers are able
to do this by bringing the lived experiences of their students into the curriculum. By bringing the
lived experiences, histories, and cultures of students into the curriculum, the notion that schools
should be democratic learning communities where participants see can actively see themselves as
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part of a diverse membership (Apple & Beane, 2007) is reinforced, deferring the effects of the
hidden curriculum and hidden discourses that legitimates the dominant culture.
Students experiencing poverty have less access than other social classes of students to
student-centered, higher-order curricula (Gorski, 2018) and are also more directly affected by the
subjugating nature of hidden curricula. This is because, even though schools are cultural sites
that are marked by complex relationships, including those of dominance and resistance, the
official discourse of schooling tends to depoliticize the concept of culture and actively work to
dismiss acts of resistance (Giroux, 1983)—hence, the official curriculum, including textbooks
and all instructional materials as well as the explicit actions of teachers, reinforce the hidden
curriculum by failing to inform students about cultural discrepancies and by including various
biases in their presentations (Noddings, 2016). To begin the path towards rectification of these
curricular faults, teachers must actively question the purposes and functionality of the curriculum
and pedagogy they implement within their classrooms. This is why the first pillar of punk
pedagogy is active resistance, to encourage and guide teachers and students through this
questioning and interrogating process.
Interrogating curricula is necessary not only to uncover biases that reinscribe systems of
domination such as racism and sexism, but such questioning expands curricular boundaries and
allows for educators to better reach and teach diverse groups of students (hooks, 1994). When
the boundaries of curriculum are expanded, it becomes more accessible to those students who
often find themselves towards the bottom of society’s domination hierarchies, allowing for
communities of knowledge to instead be built around community knowledge, geography, and
institutions—when curriculum is built around community knowledge, relevance and power are
augmented for students, due in part to the close proximity as well as the personal relationships
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students have with the community in which they participate (Knoester, 2012). Here we see the
overlap between the activity I guide students through where they interrogate the texts and
assignments in the district’s curriculum. Not only does this activity create a democratic and
culturally relevant form of pedagogy, but it expands the curricular boundaries of the learning
process and augments the relevance and power of the students’ own cultural capital.
Pedagogy as a Holistic and Humanizing Practice
Achieving democratic pedagogy means recognizing and valuing the diversity that
students and educators bring to the classroom. When speaking of diversity in a democratic
setting, educators must be cognizant of the fact that notions of what is considered “normal” as
compared to “different” are merely social constructs that result from the domination structures
put into place by those in power used to protect their positions of supremacy (Bell, Adams, &
Griffin, 2007). In order to fully recognize and value the diversity of students, pedagogy must
move beyond academics—schools and teachers must also make the health and wellness of
students’ priorities, recognizing that all are connected, in order to maximize the benefits of
critically democratic pedagogy (Santone, 2019). Such a holistic mind, body, spirit, pedagogy is a
central tenet of feminist critical pedagogy (hooks, 1994), and it is with such a humanizing
pedagogy that teachers learn to no longer manipulate students (i.e., the oppressed) because the
methods and practices of such pedagogy express the consciousness of students themselves
(Freire, 2018). When students are recognized as complete entities and respected for every aspect
of their being, including the mind/body dichotomy, teachers will be better equipped to apply a
pedagogy in which student culture is the basis for all learning so that a community can be built
with educators and students learning together as opposed to apart (Ladson-Billings, 1995).
Pedagogical transformations that reflect such a respect for the mind/body dichotomy could
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include all-inclusive practices such as the implementation of inclusion clubs within schools.
DPSCD is making shifts towards educating staff on LGBTQ+ rights, but great strides still need
to be made. An inclusion club not only respects the mind/body dichotomy of an entire population
of students, but it also teaches and informs the rest of the student body as well as the staff about
how to respect students who identify as LGBTQ+. Again, we see the transformative nature of
punk in making such decisions as punk calls for the elimination of all forms of symbolic violence
as well as the elimination of any forms of domination-oriented thinking.
The notion of community knowledge connects directly to communitarianism, in that, as
asserted by Noddings (2016), individuals must be taught the values and mores of a community,
one they are a part of or wish to be a part of, before they can communicate effectively. In order
for educators to be able to effectively create a community of knowledge and a community of
learning within their classrooms, they must be willing to learn from their students and the
communities to which their students belong, reinforcing Freire’s (2018) assertion that educators
who may find themselves in the role of the oppressors must work with not for their students who
may find themselves in the role of the oppressed. Remember my experiences with my classes
after Trayvon was murdered? I had no idea what to do. I had no intention of building
community, even though I hope that our community was strengthened by the conversation and
actions my students took, but even though I had no idea what to do, I listened. Punk taught me to
listen. One of punk’s most prominent messages is that there are a multitude of voices in the
world and they all deserve respect and love. And I will argue until I am blue in the face that
listening is not just the first step in creating a community of learning, but the first step in creating
a democratically liberating curriculum as well. By extension, teachers must therefore be willing
to not only examine the “mechanisms of domination as they exist in the schools, but also how
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such mechanisms are reproduced and resisted by students via their own lived experiences”
(Willis, 1977 as cited by Giroux, 1983, p. 63), for how educators learn to relate to students is just
as much a part of students’ learning experiences as the explicit curriculum (e.g., units, courses,
syllabi, textbooks, etc.) itself (Santone, 2019). One of the greatest compliments I ever received
from a student was, “Mr. J, you really get us, ya know?” If teachers are unable to learn from their
students about the communities they wish to teach, about their histories, practices, and cultures,
then knowledge will remain stagnant and untransferable due to a lack of trust, and any sort of
attempted curricula will render itself ineffective and useless in the hearts and minds of those
attempting to learn.
Student choice, particularly when considering students who live in and experience the
effects of poverty, is a necessity when designing any type of curriculum, especially if the goal is
to create a curriculum that is democratic and liberating in nature. Dewey argued that children
should be allowed to explore and pursue subjects that genuinely interest them, which will lead to
knowledge and attitudes that are suitable for both personal fulfillment and democratic citizenship
(Noddings, 2016). And while the pursuit of individual interests does not imply a lack of common
learning, teachers must be wary when creating curricula for their classes because a standardized
education void of student choice is dangerous to a democratic learning experience.
Unfortunately, in DPSCD, the students have little to no voice in choosing the curriculum
they are expected to learn in all of their classes. The curriculum is chosen for them and for the
teachers by the district. A handful of teachers were involved in the selection process (myself
included), but this process was far from perfect in that only the smallest sampling of voices was
heard, none of them belonging to students. According to Noddings (2016), curricula under which
all children study the exact same subjects in the exact same way unquestionably favors those of
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whom are naturally intrinsically motivated or those whose families place such a high value on
extrinsic interests, such as the endless accumulation of capital (see Bauman, 2015), they override
the natural interests of the children, which, in the case of creating a national standardized
curriculum, presents especially damaging effects to those who already have the most to lose—
i.e., minority groups in poverty (Apple, 1993). If educators stress conformity to a standardized
and uniform curriculum instead of augmenting student choice and voice within the classroom,
they simultaneously stress a level of passivity and obedience that fosters “personality types
willing to accept social relationships characteristic of the governance structure of the workplace”
(Giroux, 1983, p. 198), ultimately pigeonholing students of poverty into working-class jobs that
our current social structure has purposefully placed along the lower tiers of society.
As an instructional coach, this is a debate I have with other colleagues in my department
on an awfully frequent basis: should we teach a standardized curriculum, one that is rooted in
standardized testing that promotes success on the SAT, or should we work towards incorporating
more projects and student-centered tasks? Or, is there a way to achieve both? Those in my
department that argue for a standardized curricula use the argument that it provides students with
a key to enter the world of college, which could theoretically combat the discourses of racism
and classism embedded within the educational system, but then does that take away from
forming a true community of learning grounded in a democratic pedagogy and curriculum when
focusing on such standardization? No matter which side of the argument one sides with, when
implementing a punk curriculum and pedagogy, teachers must place emphasis on recognizing the
linkages that exist between the enacted curricula they implement in the classroom to the hidden
curriculum in order to effectively challenge the status quo.
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The enacted curriculum in a classroom refers to the actual curricular content that students
engage in where most student learning occurs (Porter & Smithson, 2001). This includes the
actual practices and interactions that occur during the learning process as well as the materials
used by both students and teachers alike; such materials, especially when considering
technologies, essentially “influence instructional capacity by constraining or enabling students’
and teachers’ opportunities to learn and teach” (Cohen & Loewenberg Ball, 1999, p. 4).
Oftentimes, as is the case in DPSCD, teachers do not have the ability to make choices concerning
various aspects of the enacted curriculum. This generally includes not being able to choose the
content being taught as well as what materials (such as what books are read in the English
classroom) are used during the learning process. If I were to follow the enacted curriculum of
DPSCD to the letter, I would have no choice as to what is being taught or how it is taught,
because the content as well as the activities students are to complete are already created and
prescribed. However, the enacted curriculum within a punk pedagogy, the actual subject matter
being taught, how it is being taught, the materials being used, and the interactions that occur
during the learning process, all act as tools of transformation in which students and teachers alike
do in fact obtain agency of what and how they learn.
Just as one should analyze the enacted curriculum for aspects of the hidden, so too must
educators make consciously specific decisions when considering all such aspects of the enacted
curriculum in order to make it transformational to both students and the teacher. When
considering what is being taught and how, along with those interactions in between, teachers
must consider the relationships they have with the content they are supposed to or wish to teach,
what relationships that content has to students, and what relationships the teacher has with their
students. The enacted curriculum must therefore be adjusted constantly, unable to become
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routine, because they are contingent upon student responses, students’ needs, and the particular
objectives sought at a given moment (The National Academy of Education Committee on
Teacher Education, 2007). Because I cannot choose the content of what is taught for the majority
of the time, by implementing a punk pedagogy, I still can adorn a lens of transformation by
meticulously interrogating and deconstructing the materials myself before I present them to
students. Preparation is key in order to turn the subject matter of the enacted curriculum into a
tool of transformation. Sometimes that preparation involves scrapping some of the intended
curriculum entirely and allowing students to research and present their own ideas.
In order to gauge the needs of my students so as to best shape the enacted curriculum for
the day’s lesson, I stole a routine from my own eighth-grade English teacher: At the beginning of
each class, I ask students how they are doing, the choices being excellent, well, alright, and not
so good. I quickly run through the list and they raise their hand in accordance to how they feel
overall at that moment (an unraised hand implying they are “not so good” in some way or
fashion). From there, I am able to make adjustments on the spot, say for instance if I was
planning on a group activity but I make the adjustment to make it a singular task based on a lot
of hands raised for alright and not so good. The lesson does not necessarily need to become
teacher-directed, but instead students would have an opportunity to explore content
independently if on that particular day they do not have the mindset to work in groups. While I
may not have much of a say in what is being taught, our new curriculum being rigidly laid out
for the entire year, I can still make adjustments as to how I teach on a given day, and that in itself
can serve to make an enacted curriculum just as transformational.
Punk discourse also attempts to erase the effects of what Achinstein and Ogawa (2011)
describe as “subtractive schools”. Curricula in subtractive schools largely ignores the linguistic
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and cultural histories and resources of students from non-dominant communities where the
hidden curriculum undermines the ability to properly form effective communities of learning.
This inevitably leads to a “culture of control” as opposed to culturally relevant and responsive
teaching practices. Unfortunately, subtractive schooling practices are too often the case found in
urban schools plagued by the systematic effects of a society defined by domineering
philosophies. Not a single text that I am expected to teach from the twelfth grade textbook in
DPSCD’s curriculum is written in a linguistic fashion that mirrors the linguistic traditions and
practices of my students. They get to read Old English, Middle English, and “Standard” English,
but nothing is written in African-American Vernacular English, further delegitimizing their
cultures replacing them with the white dominating classes. In order to appropriately shape
curricula to combat this type of schooling that ignores the cultures of non-dominant groups,
teachers must pay especially close attention to “the type of rationality that shapes their own
assumptions” and how their assumptions mediate “between the ‘rules’ of the dominant culture
and the classroom experiences provided for students” (Giroux, 1983, p. 199), for, especially
when considering the creating and implementing of a democratic curriculum, pedagogy, and
schooling system, both students as well as teachers have the right to have their voices heard
when shaping their own learning and instructional experiences (Apple & Beane, 2007).
The antithesis to subtractive schooling and a subtractive curriculum is a focus on
multiculturalism that fosters culturally responsive practices. The purpose of a multicultural
education and curriculum is to assist people in understanding the sociocultural aspects of the
world in which we both live and learn through a people-centered and culture-centered framework
with the purpose of brining all students together as opposed to separating and dividing them into
various sociocultural groups (Pang, 2001). Multiculturalism is antithetical to contemporary
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discourses of domination, such as neoliberalism, because there is a lack of emphasis on
competition. Instead of forcing subgroups from non-dominant factions to compete for time and
space within a curriculum, multicultural curricula encourages authentic dialogue and genuine
interaction (hooks, 1994; Noddings, 2016). Ann Diller (1993) calls for such curricula and
educational pedagogy to be implemented from a perspective of care, through which students and
teachers learn a reciprocity of understanding, co-explore together, and find similar enjoyment in
the learning process, reinforcing hooks’s (1994) mind, body, and spirit ethos of learning through
which she believes love should be one of the primary driving forces in a truly democratic and
culturally responsive pedagogy and curriculum.
Educators have an obligation to create curricula for their students that is relevant,
meaningful, and reflective of their students’ lives, cultures, histories, and experiences. They have
an obligation to reflect upon, dissect, and reshape the hidden curriculum, viewing it as something
to be overcome in order to best promote critical thinking and democratic citizenship (Giroux,
1983). Such newly shaped curricula should not only reveal the hidden curriculum by naming
inequities but should also support students in questioning and challenging the status quo by
reflecting a critical social-justice-oriented perspective (Achinstein & Ogawa, 2011). Curriculum
should be transdisciplinary, organizing content around the experiences of students and meeting
their needs, including those social and personal needs beyond the academic (Santone, 2019).
Diversity is a must—all people should be included in shaping the educational experiences that
happen both in and outside of the classroom walls.
Pedagogy as Creative and Loving Conflict
Creating pedagogy that is simultaneously democratic, critical, culturally relevant and
responsive, and transformational is not without conflict. However, dependent upon how this
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conflict is addressed, this is not necessarily a negative, for every crisis is an opportunity (Brown,
2017) in which there is an opportunity for growth, including pedagogical growth. hooks (1994)
indicates that a conflict can arise when educators possess a fear of losing control of their
classrooms by engaging in pedagogical processes that are democratic and critical, and that this
fear can act as a barrier that prevents constructive grappling with issues such as class, race, and
gender. As we saw earlier when I lost control of my classroom, my student Dontez as well as
those around him received undeservingly negative consequences of an undemocratic classroom,
when really I should have been reflecting upon how issues of class and culture could have been
influencing my decision-making. According to Margaret Wheatley, chaos (i.e., conflict) is an
essential process in which humans, including students and teachers, must engage (Brown, 2017),
which includes educators allowing themselves to become vulnerable in mind, body, and spirit in
the classroom setting so that a truly engaged pedagogy can ensue where collective participation
and dialogue strengthen democracy and liberation (Freire, 2018; Giroux, 1983; hooks, 1994).
The driving force behind this transformation, according to Brown (2017) is love, for as she
states, “…love is an energy of possibility: the possibility of wholeness” (p. 32). I tell my students
I love them all of the time. Oftentimes I get laughed at, or sometimes the toxic discourse of
homophobia creeps in as some of the male students do not know how to react to another male
expressing this emotion, but I repeat it constantly, nonetheless. Without love, a critical and
democratic pedagogy cannot function to its fullest extent. I show love not only by telling my
students I love them, but through practical applications as well. Every time I decide to
interrogate the pedagogical practices and curriculum I am meant to teach, every time I decide to
deconstruct the district’s pre-created lesson plans and reconstruct them in a way that is more
responsive to my students’ lives and needs, I show them that I love them. By creating
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assignments that encourage students to challenge the prejudicial nature of society around them,
such as by having them engage in community-activist projects where they identify local
problems in their neighborhoods they want to rectify and then develop plans to solve them, I
hope that my students achieve a sense of wholeness, of inclusivity, and of camaraderie.
Besides utilizing love and the critical pedagogical philosophy of wholeness between the
mind, body, and spirit, pedagogical conflict can be addressed with what Vandenberg (1983)
describes as “pedagogical neutrality.” Pedagogical neutrality is a teacher’s obligation to respect
the rationality of their students, which entails a unique obligation for educators to present all
sides of various arguments and leave judgement up to their students. Though identified as
neutrality, this obligation represents a tension between those beliefs that are pro-social and
expected to be adopted by students and those that are constructed through the educational and
socialization processes through which students engage. This “neutrality” requires the
vulnerability on behalf of educators discussed by hooks (1994)—to mitigate any loss of control
this vulnerability may present educators with, pedagogical neutrality does not require teachers to
withhold their own views on subject matter, but instead it requires that educators confess which
views are their own to their students and that opposing views are presented equally and fairly
(Noddings, 2016). As an English teacher, it is quite easy for me to integrate these concepts into
my classroom by holding both formal and informal debates on a constant basis. Allowing
students to navigate their opinions and points-of-view through debate forces me to be vulnerable
because there are oftentimes where I fundamentally disagree with my students. For example,
every year I feel at some point we end up having a debate concerning homophobia and toxic
masculinity. Instead of simply telling those students who more so align with homophobic and
androcentric discourses, I encourage myself to be vulnerable to their voices and allow debate
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with others in the class to ensue. This debate still includes my own voice. Again, pedagogical
neutrality does not mean I have to refrain stating that I believe homophobia and androcentrism to
be morally repugnant, but I act as an active participant in the debate allowing my voice, in
democratic fashion, to mesh with those of my students. Critical pedagogy, as such, is not about
the indoctrination of students. As can be seen in the given example, students and teachers are
essentially allowed and sometimes encouraged to disagree. The importance lies more so in the
fact that teachers and students, whether they agree or disagree, ultimately come to a consensus
rooted in social justice where the rights of no person are infringed upon or harmed.
These processes are similar to constructivism in that knowledge is not the result of
passive reception but instead students are led to collectively participate in dialogue, turning
conflict into acts of respect and recognition and a communal commitment to learning (hooks,
1994). A communal commitment to learning where students must actively listen to each other
and participate in democratically critical dialogue highlights John Dewey’s theories of pedagogy
in that human beings, no matter their stage of maturity, use material from prior experience to
guide inquiry (Noddings, 2016); therefore, to effectively alleviate conflict and oppression that
may occur in such pedagogical situations, generosity should be taught, learned, and practiced
within a classroom in order to transform the world in the name of democracy and freedom
(Freire, 2018).
Pedagogy, including punk pedagogy, should be transformative, engaged, liberating,
critical, and culturally relevant. While conflicts may occur during the process of applying a
transformational pedagogy, the ends outweigh the means. Freire (2018) states that true reflection
leads to action, and that it is necessary for humanity to trust in each other in order for true
liberation to occur. Without trust, it will be impossible for individuals and groups to work
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together in truly authentic ways to foster change. In order to create a pedagogy that is sincerely
revolutionary, a pedagogy that serves to flatten hierarchies, foster anti-conformity, and celebrate
diversity through anti-violent means, educators, students, and all those involved in the
educational system must learn to openly trust and communicate with one another in order to fully
actualize the possibilities of education, especially the prospect and opportunity for education to
act as the practice of freedom (hooks, 1994).
Punk pedagogy adopts all such tenets discussed here of what makes a democratic and
culturally responsive curriculum and pedagogy. Through the lens of anarchism, punk discourse
works towards an all-inclusive curriculum free of bias and hierarchical structures that separate
and divide students into the dominant and the subservient, into the haves and the have-nots. Punk
attacks the hidden curriculum in this way, actively resisting societal rules, norms, and mores by
promoting a vigilant sense of anti-conformity. Curriculum under a punk pedagogy is culturally
responsive through punk’s focus on anti-symbolic-violence, dismantling the racism, sexism,
classism, and other discriminatory ideologies that are socially and psychologically embedded
within educational practice. As such, a punk curriculum, which will be further explored, is one
not only of diversity, but of liberation and freedom as well.
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CHAPTER 4: The Pillars of Punk Pedagogy
Say to me that punk is dead,
I wish you even more contempt,
Don’t like the music, don’t like the words,
You can all piss off, you’re a bunch of turds,
Punk’s not dead, I know.
—The Exploited, “Punk’s Not Dead”
To establish what I refer to as the pillars of punk, I ground my definitions within the
triangulation of three sources: previously published research and literature; the lyrics of punk
rock bands and artists; and my own autoethnographic experiences, which includes my own
membership in the punk community in tandem with my career as a high school teacher in
Detroit. As previously mentioned, please refer to Appendix A for a detailed explanation of the
methods I have applied. Though these pillars share some overlapping characteristics with each
other (part of the struggle in defining the partially indefinable) and are admittedly inexhaustive,
the purpose here is to lay a foundation for what constitutes punk, its scene and its community, in
order to build upon this foundation a pedagogy in which to combat the subjugating state of
Westernized capitalistic education models, especially those found among urban public-school
systems in the United States. These pillars include: (a) Active Resistance, (b) Anti-Domination,
(c) Anti-Conformity, (d) Emotional Guidance, (e) Anti-Violence, and (f) Tension and Balance.
As mentioned, these pillars overlap and are not mutually exclusive. However, the specific order
in which I have placed them allows for the formation of a framework, a path which we can
follow to the end goal of attacking injustice within contemporary education structures.
Specifically, punk pedagogy is defined by an ethos of active resistance wherein privilege is
rejected and hierarchies are flattened, rooted in anti-domineering ideologies, resulting in
external and internal forms of anti-conformity, guided by one’s emotions, intertwined with a
philosophy of anti-violence, both internal and external, existing among a constant state of
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tension and balance. Synthesized with the historical background of the punk subculture, I first
define each of these pillars in detail, and then transition into an explication as to how and why
these pillars are not meant to be just pillars of what it means to be punk, but how and why these
are in fact pillars of punk as a comprehensive critical pedagogy.
Pillar One: Active Resistance: Rejecting Privilege, Flattening Hierarchies
It’s my right to choose/Not the religious lunatics,
Or fundamental extremists/It’s their fight to lose,
I’m a modern anarchist/A punk rock existentialist,
Who wants to make the whole world coexist.
—Bad Cop/Bad Cop, “Womanarchist”
Being a white male raised in a middle-upper-class family, I am at the top of the
domination hierarchies unjustly created within the Westernized society of the United States. Life
has been easier for me because of socially constructed traits of power that I did not choose to
possess nor do others choose to lack. The recognition of my privilege is one of the first steps I
can make towards establishing the first pillar of punk pedagogy: the pillar of Active Resistance.
As an educator in Detroit’s public school system, daily am I reminded of the privileges I hold in
relation to my students. A small but poignant example arises every year between myself and my
students when it comes to the topic of my tattoos. My tattoos are a representation of my anticonformity (see Pillar Three), and they serve as a constant conversation starter. My students
regularly exclaim: “I thought you couldn’t get a job with tattoos!” While it is more socially
acceptable these days to have tattoos, I am constantly being told that I have “too many” for
someone in my profession. I am sure they are out there, but I have yet to meet another teacher
who has tattoos they cannot cover up with their clothing so that they can appear more
“professional” in accordance to societal norms.
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The reason my tattoos allow me to recognize, reflect, and therefore work towards
eliminating and flattening my privileges is that I often find myself internally questioning as well
as having conversations with my students: Would I have been able to get a job teaching with all
these tattoos if my skin were any color but white? I ask my students this question, the act of
being willing to have this conversation a form of active resistance against what society expects in
itself, and because of punk, because of my staunch belief in anti-conformity and flattening
hierarchies, a conversation is able to be had between a member of the socially privileged and
those who in every manner possible are kept shackled to the bottom tiers of society.
Historically, the punk community has been primarily composed of members similar in
demographic characteristics to my own: white males from lower and middle-class
socioeconomic backgrounds. From the standpoint of an outsider, punk may seem like an
amalgamation of whining white guys, just another soapbox for the privileged to complain about
how hard life is; but once analyzed from the inside, one will quickly realize that the ethos of this
community is one of complex ideals and positionalities. While true that many members of the
punk community come from positions of privilege, whether due to race, gender, economics, or
any combination of the three, punk is unique in that its entire ethos is grounded in a conscious
and specific rejection of any such privileges. In the words of fem-punks Bad Cop/Bad Cop
(2017), they, in the vein of anarchism, strive to “make the whole world coexist” as opposed to
reinforcing domination hierarchies. This rejection in itself is a form of active resistance—a
blatant ‘fuck you’ to society in that punks refuse to participate, whether from the top down or
from the bottom up, in domination hierarchies and the actions and beliefs they entail. Anti-Flag
(2012) echoes this sentiment in their track “Resist” as they indicate how as punks “we won’t
back down, we’ll never die” against the “fist of corporatocracy.” Instead of choosing to reinforce
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these hierarchies that place minority groups, cultures, genders, and orientations is positions of
subservience—the “masochistic scheme” through which humans have been “conditioned and
controlled” (Leftöver Crack, 2015)—punks work toward a flattening of hierarchies, the creation
of a level plane of existence where no one individual has the right, ability, or privilege to hold a
station of authority over another. All are welcome in the punk community, regardless of socially
constructed and defined characteristics and traits, so long as no violence, both outward and
symbolic (Pillar Five), is committed against others, the community, the world, outsiders, and
one’s self alike.
Beyond an internal ethos of flattening hierarchies, punks actively and outwardly resist all
such forms of domination in various ways and forms. The most outward form of this resistance is
in the genre of punk rock and the nonconformist stylistic expressions many punks choose to
adorn. Many band names themselves symbolically represent the outward rebellion they promote;
bands such as Against All Authority, Against Me!, Anti-Flag, and Agent Orange represent active
resistance in the names they choose to uphold (and we are still at the beginning of the alphabet!).
Punk rock is a form of protest, a way to “punch a hole in tradition” (Refused, 1998), a protest
against all forms of prejudice and injustice, protesting war, protesting exploitation, protesting
domination, protesting inequality, protesting all forms of violence against humanity and the
world we all share. Every day punks walk outside with their spikes and mohawks and tattered
DIY clothing, they are protesting. They are actively resisting that which we are socialized to
blindly accept. And this active resistance is no longer the voices of the “boys club” that punk has
often been historicized as; punk has become an all-inclusive genre and community, including
members of racial minorities (e.g., The Casualties, Krum Bums, and Left Alone), women (e.g.,
Bad Cop/Bad Cop, X-ray Spex, and Bikini Kill), the LGBTQ+ community (e.g., Against Me!,
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Propagandhi, and Limp Wrist), and countless other groups, all of whom take comfort in the
inclusivity that is punk, using their voices to actively scream and shout, to engage in antidomineering DIY practices to combat the corporate takeover of society, all in the name of
resistance and rebellion.
Pillar Two: Anti-Domination: Anti-Capitalism, Anarchy, and Beyond
From the bottom up to the top/Realize this is all you got,
God help the ones injecting poison/Ears are bleeding from what’s so annoying,
And soon it will all be lost/Your ride crashes to a fatal halt,
Smoke clears, what’s left is mass destruction/Sometimes life can be so deceiving.
—Ashers, “Destitution”
If one of the primary pillars of punk is active resistance, then logically punks must be
resistant against something specific. The source of punks’ anger and protest: capitalism,
contemporary neoliberalism, and all such historically embedded logics of domination. According
to Moyer (2007), punk began as a confrontation against capitalism within the music industry and
society, and mainstreamed cultural unawareness. The popular culture of mainstream music and
other forms of media served to reproduce practices and discourses of domination, subordination,
and prejudice, and to this day still do. To be punk is to actively resist such market-driven
practices, especially those that lead toward the reinforcement of social value hierarchies.
My father and I have had this argument countless times, whether or not competition, a
staple of capitalism and neoliberalism, is harmful or beneficial to our society and our world,
whether or not free-trade practices and globalization are favorable and constructive or hostile and
disparaging. My father’s story is representative of the American Dream all individuals are
socialized to believe is something that is within the grasp of any, regardless of race, gender, and
culture. He grew up with a large family in a small house near Detroit with little money to go
around. His father and one of his brothers passed away at young ages, and he was left to fend for
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himself. In order to make it to and through college, he worked two to three jobs at a time,
midnight shifts at a gas station, all so that he could pay his way through school. When he did not
have a car or transportation, he would walk for miles to get to class or to work. He became a
freshwater chemical engineer, but once he and his wife started having children, he went back to
school to become a mechanical engineer so that he could find a more lucrative career field. As
with many in the auto-industry, he eventually got laid off but was able to start up an independent
company with one of his friends, which he was then able to sell to a company in Germany and
retire comfortably on 12 acres along a small private dirt road in the country.
Sounds amazing, right? Where then does the argument come from? My father believes
that if he was able to do it, then anyone can, a mantra so often heard in the United States, the
pull-yourself-up-by-your-bootstraps mentality engrained in our heads since we were kids—just
work hard, keep your nose to the grindstone, and you will make it. Over the last decade, I have
become even more disillusioned with these sentiments, knowing truly how false they are, when I
see the obstacles as well as the outcomes of these obstacles in the lives of my non-white students.
My students come from poverty, living in some of the most blighted neighborhoods in the
country. They try to get jobs, they try to graduate high school, they try to go to college, they try
to start businesses, but for some reason they do not see the success my father saw. It is similar to
the question that arises concerning my tattoos—what if I was not white? I pose this question to
my father—what if he was not white, what if he was a woman, what if he was a member of the
LGBTQ+ community, would he still have found the successes that he did?
Point-blank: No, he would not have. The discourses and logics that define our country, all
facets involved including the government, schooling, economy, and all sociocultural systems, are
strategically built to benefit those at the top of the domination hierarchies that exist, specifically
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those of white Eurocentric Christian straight males, those upwardly mobile demographics. It is
nihilistic in the sense that if you are not an individual who possesses certain “specialty
characteristics,” then there is no future to lead a content and comfortable life. In the words of
street-punk band A Global Threat (2000), “Childhood’s spent in school to teach them the ways
of the world…Anyone who thinks for themselves is different and doesn’t belong.” Whether it is
the direct action of rejecting the logics of domination under which we live, or if it is because the
system does not work for you because of what sociocultural demographic traits you possess, the
fact of the matter is, regardless of what my father says, the hierarchical system of the U.S. is
meant to benefit the few at the top and persecute those below.
If one were to ascribe a political label to the stance punks take regarding their antidomineering ethos, anarchy is the most commonplace descriptor. With this label comes two
prominent interpretations: anarchy as a state of chaos on one hand and, on the other, anarchy as
so described by seminal anarchist theorists—see, for example, Bakunin (2012) and Kropotkin
(2012), as well as contemporary theorists such as Chomsky (2013) and Suissa (2004)—where
anarchy is a state of flattened hierarchies in which the individual lives in harmony with the
community. Each interpretation holds a uniquely integral place in the ethos of the punk
mentality. Let us start by dissecting the view of anarchy as a state of chaos.
Perhaps one of the most notorious anarchist anthems is “I Believe in Anarchy” by UK
punk legends the Exploited, which includes the following verse: “I’m not ashamed of being a
punk/And I don’t care and don’t give a damn/And I don’t care what you say/‘Cause I believe in
anarchy!” (The Exploited, 1981). As illustrated by these lyrics, much of punk does involve a
sense of chaos, but not in the sense of violent mayhem and destruction. Instead, chaos implied in
this version of anarchy stems from “not caring what others say” by adopting a free-thinking
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mentality separate from following socialized norms blindly and unquestioningly. In turn, this
causes a sense of chaos, mayhem, and destruction of the system that is society when individuals
take on the mindset of independence unattached to standardized modes of stratification.
When viewed from the position of seminal anarchist theory, a social structure entirely
opposing to domination and supremacy emerges. Instead of a competition-oriented hierarchy in
which those at the bottom are forced into positions of want and need and those at the top
continue to accumulate a majority of resources, wealth, and materials needed to sustain a healthy
and happy life without a chance of any sort of “trickle down” (Bauman, 2015), individuals are
instead respected for their unique contributions to the community, no one person holding sway or
power over another as the hierarchy is flattened to a state of equitable equality. While the image
of such a homeostatic society does not conjure the nitty-gritty images generally associated with
the punk community, this form of seminal anarchy nevertheless represents that for which punks
fight—as sung by Anti-Flag (2003): “In your own backyard or far off foreign lands/We find our
adversaries woven of the same thread/As evil hacks and rips at every corner of the world/The
people’s voice will sing as one voice/Our voices sing in union.”
In the vein seminal anarchism, an overshadowed objective of the punk community, due to
stereotypes of the more chaos-oriented form of anarchism by the media that paints punks as
some lawless and immoral gaggle of vagabonds, is unity. It is a quest for balance between
individuality—thinking for one’s self and not being coerced into popular modes of domination—
and the community, socializing in ways that benefit not just those with whom one holds direct
similarities but also taking on an ethos of understanding that we are a global community and that
our voices should ring together as one harmonious celebration. In order to do so, one must do as
the punks do, to adopt an ethos of anti-domination, including anti-capitalism and anti-
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neoliberalism. As such, one does not have to adorn the label of anarchist, but understanding the
philosophies behind such a political and social movement allows for a deeper discourse to be
formulated and ensue.
Pillar Three: Anti-Conformity: Live Free, Be Yourself
Subjected to the system, you’ll turn into a clone,
If you can stand on your beliefs then you can stand alone,
Conformity, conformity, conform to this society,
Conformity, conformity, conformity is just another word for giving up.
—A Global Threat, “Conformity”
My mother always tells me that I started being “different” when I was in the fourth grade.
Generally, what she is referring to is that my behavior was different—I did not fit into the norms
of what was expected from a 10-year-old suburban student, basically because I was the
“misbehaved” child in class; though I achieved top marks, I “acted out” by being out of my seat,
talking while the teacher was talking, you know, all of those horrible things for middle-class kids
to do. In fifth grade I got my first detention for calling another student a “bastard.” I had no idea
what the word meant, nor do I know where I learned it (probably a John Wayne movie), but I did
know that it was something I was not supposed to say, so I walked up to my classmate, a friend
of mine actually, the word not said in malice but instead in rebellious jest, and shouted the word,
feeling a sense of exhilaration when I saw the look upon the teachers’ faces who were on hall
duty. On the surface, I appeared to be just a typical pre-adolescent misbehaving, but upon careful
reflection, I was beginning my journey of nonconformity. I was also beginning a journey towards
recognizing the hidden curriculum, in that punishment was handed down for saying certain
things, regardless of whether or not I was consciously actively resisting such norms or not. It was
an experience of an unarticulated interaction in that I was supposed to conform to various social
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norms without any sort of acknowledgment to any sort of inequality they may reproduce
(Crossman, 2019).
Western society demands conformity regarding our behaviors and beliefs, for even
simply the “joy and hope of an alternative have become its own cliché” (Dead Kennedys, 1986).
In other words, we are supposed to take for granted that the American Dream is truth, that
meritocracy is truth, that competition-based economics are beneficial to all, that individuals are
judged by their merit and not by socialized systems of domination and oppression. In the same
vein, we are socialized to understand that we all need to look certain ways in order to get the best
jobs and to be the most successful. I cannot count how many times I have been asked how in the
world did I get a job teaching being covered in visible tattoos and having piercings (although my
lip-ring is now long gone). Even though tattoos and piercings are much more commonplace than
they once were with every barber, craft-cocktail-slinging mixologist, and small business owner
with ink popping out from beneath their sleeves, not so much in the world of education. It is still
a nameless fact that in our society no one wants their impressionable children exposed to
someone who does not fit current norms. I have been told I look more like a tattoo artist, a
motorcycle mechanic, a drug-dealer, and dozens of other professions. No matter what, I still get
the same response from literally every person I meet—"You just don’t look like a teacher.”
Refusing to conform to societal norms of appearance is simply a representation of the
punk community’s celebration of nonconformity and individuality. In short, punks celebrate
nonconformity in accordance to anarchism’s belief in flattening hierarchies—no one person,
group of people, or society should have the power or right to dominate over any individual and
tell them what to do, whether that is what political beliefs to hold or how to dress. If one does
conform, they are essentially giving in and giving up to society’s demands (A Global Threat,
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1997). Through the nonconformity of the punk community, individuals are allowed to be
themselves, to celebrate the uniqueness of each individual personality while simultaneously
knitting these individuals together into a culture that rests outside of contemporary society. The
Varukers (1983) proudly sing: “We don’t wanna be like you/I don’t wanna look like you/We’re
supposed to live in a democracy/Well then listen, it’s up to me!” Similarly, the Career Soldiers
(2004) question: “Are you content to be someone else/to not know your true self?/Resist the call
to become one of the sheep/Defy the pressure to conform by society.” Nonconformity is an
expression of freedom—freedom from a life defined by economic prejudice and domination.
Continuing in the vein of anti-capitalism and anti-neoliberalism, the outward style of punks is a
symbolic middle-finger to corporate conglomerates in the clothing and fashion industry as well
as to the sensibilities of social normativity. It is not about looking like everyone else, it is not
about fitting in, it is not about wearing what is popular or acting in ways that are expected—punk
is about being yourself, being free, being comfortable, and being happy with the ability to
choose, not the ability to be told.
Anti-conformity is an absolute necessity when considering the pedagogical and curricular
implications within a learning community. Anti-conformity serves to address those detrimental
aspects of the hidden curriculum in relation to the legitimate and operational curricula as so
previously discussed. Besides being cognizant of the effects of the hidden curricula upon both
students and teachers alike, those unarticulated effects entailed within the educational process
that can serve to strengthen and reproduce social inequalities, anti-conformity effectively allows
teachers to give up and “step down” from their position of privilege above their students through
style and performance. Such applications of anti-conformity serve to reinforce the anarchist
concept of “propaganda of the deed” through which educators can show by example and allows
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teachers to disrupt traditional roles of domination and hierarchy allowing for a
reconceptualization and redefining of the power dynamics that exist between the student-teacher
relationship as well as the relationships and effects that exist between pedagogy and curriculum
and any such individual involved in the learning process.
Besides educators, when students engage in acts of anti-conformity, this should not be
shied away from nor viewed with disdain, but instead interpreted as both positive and logical—
whether or not students can articulate their reasons for engaging in acts of non- and anticonformity, it is arguable that students do so in order to react against those hidden lessons the
hidden curriculum presents them with that reinforce social injustices and inequalities, whether
through institutional rules, grading policies, teacher attitudes, or instructional practices. Through
a punk pedagogy, punks, teachers, and students alike engage in liberating acts of freedom that
work to combat any such inequalities that may exist not only within the realm of education, but
within society as well. Such actions allow for the creation and/or reinforcement of an operational
curriculum that serves to meet the sociocultural needs of students as opposed to placing them
within a framework of hierarchy and domination, as is the case with the hidden. As such, anticonformity through punk pedagogy legitimizes pedagogy and curriculum in such a way that not
only is hierarchy flattened, but student individuality is celebrated within a learning community
that is both inclusive and democratic.
Pillar Four: Emotional Guidance: Three Chords and the Truth
Everybody just get away/I’m gonna boil over inside today,
They say things are gonna get better/All I know is they fuckin’ better.
—Black Flag, “Depression”
There’s an old maxim in the punk community—Three chords and the truth. This truth is
guided by emotion. Oftentimes, that emotion is anger. Against All Authority (2006) exemplifies
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this maxim when they sing: “Three chords and six strings, they’re screaming how they’re going
to change things. They’re young, they’re strong, and proud. We turn it up because we like it
loud!” To be punk is to be expressive. Whether lyrically through punk rock, outwardly through
stylistic expressions of anti-conformist fashion decisions, or through the pillar of active
resistance, the punk community is driven by emotion. To be emotional is to be self-reflective, to
be introspective, to be cognizant of one’s own existence as it relates to society. Being emotional
is not a weakness, though that is often the stereotype, a stereotype defined by domination
hierarchies of sexism and hypermasculinity. One simply needs to play a punk rock record, not
even pay attention to the actual lyrics, but will still be able to feel the emotion pour from the
speakers and wash over them, whether rage and anger in songs such as “Still Screaming” by Self
Destruct (2002), hopefulness in songs such as “Joy” by Against Me! (2005), despair in songs
such as “Depression” by Black Flag (1981), or sadness in songs such as “Punk Rock Love” by
the Casualties (1997), each emotion is present in this community just as the ocean crashes with
wrath and fury but also whispers as a clear mirror of calm.
This emotional self-reflection and introspection of the punk community has direct
pedagogical implications, especially with regard to the considerations that must be taken in order
to combat effects of the hidden curriculum. According to Crossman (2019), those students who
belong to dominant social groups are the ones that often benefit from the effects of the hidden
curriculum, including enhancements to their self-esteem, independence, and autonomy, which
ultimately fosters greater levels of academic and social success; conversely, non-dominant
groups, be they female, students from lower socioeconomic families, or those belonging to
subordinate racial categories, experience negative socio-emotional effects to their self-esteem
and autonomy. Educators must adopt this pillar of emotional guidance of the punk community in
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order to reflect upon these detrimental implications, allowing for a sense of empathy to guide
pedagogical and curricular decisions made towards combating the hidden curriculum so that
students from non-dominant groups do not continue face the prejudicial structure of a
hierarchized learning system. Students will therefore be able to experience positive academic and
socio-emotional effects that reinforce their self-images, enhance trust, and do not force students
into a position where they must submit to authority (Crossman, 2019). Educators must therefore
purposefully appeal to student emotion as well as recognize the relationship that exists between
academic, mental, emotional, and social success, tapping into their own emotions so as to better
bring to life an enacted curriculum that respects students from all social groups.
The emotion of the punk rock community is often why teenage youth are attracted to the
scene in the first place. We are all familiar with the archetype of the teenage rebel, an angsty and
defiant adolescent hell-bent on disobedience. And what is it that drives this rebellion? Emotion.
When I became exposed to the punk community, I was angry, I was resentful, I was confused
about life, about the injustices I began to notice around me, about the segregation of the
community in which I was being raised, of the fear being instilled in me as a middle-American
watching news reports of the dangerous minority populations, about the roles I was expected to
uphold as a budding young man, about the war in Iraq and the middle east, about everything. I
bought my first guitar in the eighth grade and this combined with the punk albums I was
accumulating, what an outlet, what a path to send my emotions down as I tried my damnedest to
figure out who I was. Most times I did not even learn how to play the songs I loved on my new
guitar; instead, I would just sling it over my shoulders and scream, jumping around my room as
my stereo blazed—I let my fury and the fury of those I was listening to guide me to a political
and social awareness that would not have been possible otherwise.
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Jello Biafra of the legendary punk rock band the Dead Kennedys (1980) sardonically
proclaims in the song “Your Emotions” that “your emotions make you a monster.” Yet the song
and its lyrics must be taken in their entirety in order to tease out the true message the band is
broadcasting. The message of this song is not that individuals in the punk community are some
sort of emotionless void with no feelings or thoughts on any topic of meaning (again, anyone
who simply listens to any punk rock song for just a few seconds will be overcome with a barrage
of emotions); instead, this song, as with many, is another anti-conformity anthem urging anyone
and everyone to not be just another boring copycat, not to be another “tape machine recording”
parroting back that which you are told by your parents, school, and church. In actuality, this song
is advocating for individuals to recognize their own emotions and be proud of them, and to not
simply adhere to presubscribed notions of what has already been heard before and allowing
others to “make their thoughts into yours” (Dead Kennedys, 1980).
Emotions are at the core of the punk community. They relate directly to the sixth pillar of
Tension and Balance in that they bring a sense of camaraderie and togetherness among those
individuals within the scene, yet they simultaneously are deeply personal and unique, no one
person able to tell another exactly what another is feeling, how they are experiencing that
emotion, when to feel it, why it is there, or why it matters. There is tension present as emotions
shift between those shared amongst the punk community while simultaneously recognizing and
understanding the distinctive and irreplaceable exclusiveness that is the individuality of human
feeling. The Dead Kennedys, among countless other punk rock bands and artists, highlight the
irony found within the attempts to achieve balance in this tenuous context in that one’s emotions
only “make you a monster” if you blindly accept the emotions of others and not your own, only
feeling and expressing emotion when you are socialized to do so. No, emotions do not in fact
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make you a monster, but as I am sure Jello and the rest of the Dead Kennedys would agree, they
are one of the most meaningful and beautiful traits of being both human as well as being punk.
Pillar Five: Anti-Violence: Symbolic and Physical Alike
Sons and daughters of a dream/The urge to struggle for an ideal,
To stay and fight/Oppose war fever/Refuse to kill or be killed,
There’s voices calling in the wind/Power to the peaceful.
—Anti-Flag, “Power to the Peaceful”
For as long as I can remember, violence never made sense to me, and this coming from
an American boy raised on John Wayne movies, shooting guns in the backyard with my father,
and having multiple decorated family members in all branches of the military, my own brother
included. Multiple times in high school, an age when I was fully immersed in every aspect of the
punk community, a multicolored 18-inch mohawk towering atop my head, I was goaded into
fighting, but I always refused. One of the most visible moments in my mind of a situation such as
this was when a fellow classmate stuck his hand in my pocket to take any money that I might
have had. Yes, a bully was literally trying to steal my lunch money. Before I knew what was
happening, my back was shoved against the lockers and I took the right hook of this wrestlerhockey-player across my face.
As my eyes blurred momentarily, a slight ringing in my ears, I remember my gaze falling
downwards and I saw the red-and-white writing of my Anti-Flag t-shirt. This band is perhaps the
most influential punk band of my personal catalog, a band focused on spreading messages of
world peace, acceptance, and unity. Much in line with the philosophies of famed pacifists such as
Gandhi and Martin Luther King, Jr., I felt their lyrics run through me: “There's repression and
intolerance/On any deviation from the norm/In all factions of your life/At this time of entry into
war say: Hey!-Hey!...Power to the Peaceful” (Anti-Flag, 2003). Everything I had been taught
socially was to respond physically, to defend myself, to “stand up” for myself according to the
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norms of society by hitting back. A discourse of violence. Instead, I looked; I looked into his
eyes as he began drawing his fist back to hit me again, and I just stared. I did not yell, I did not
scream, I did not hit back, I did not fight back, all of which was expected by not only him, but by
my friends who were with me and all the other students now watching.
While punk is known for its aggressive nature, aggressiveness is not to be confused with
violence. Even though we have mosh-pits and our music is full of blood-curdling screams and
we head-bang and pump our fists and jump and yell, we are not violent. Contemporary punk,
punk to me, is centered around a visceral sense of pacifism. It runs through our ethos as air
through our lungs, representative through our lyrics and our cries. We see the world as full of
physical violence; the majority of history is defined by it. Whether anti-war anthems like Cheap
Sex’s (2006) track “War’s No Game” or No Use For A Name’s (1995) anti-domestic violence
single “Justified Black Eye,” violence is to be rejected in the punk community. Violence is the
“norm” that Anti-Flag speaks of in the aforementioned lyrics, and it is therefore the
responsibility of punks to rail against such societal norms that do nothing more than augment
injustice around the world. As my eyes met those of my classmate, his hand still in my pocket,
the other, which was ready to strike again, slowly fell to his side. By refusing to engage in what
is considered “normal,” by refusing to engage in a discourse of physical violence, one less fight
happened in the world that day. Power to the peaceful.
With a refusal to engage in physical violence also comes the refusal to engage in any sort
of symbolic violence, as well. Symbolic violence, in this sense, adheres to Bourdieu and
Passeron’s (1990) theory in that it is any type of violence and discourse that is unrecognized and
euphemized, such as all forms of prejudice (e.g., racism, sexism, classism, homophobia). With
such violence, inequitable social relationships are maintained at both macro and micro levels.
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The anthem of “power to the peaceful” is not just a declaration that punks will abstain from
physical violence, but that we also refuse to engage in any form of prejudice, domination, and
control over any other life. Regardless of if a punk band is composed of members rejecting their
privileged positions society has bestowed upon them, or if their members are part of a minority
group, punk is a ceaseless cry into the night that violence of any kind, overt physical violence
and covert symbolic violence alike, will not be tolerated; in the words of the Hispanic-led street
punk group the Casualties (2000) in their anti-violence song “Violence”: “Together we can fight.
Keep those fuckers out of sight! Don’t let them fuckin’ kick you down!” Punks are anti-war,
anti-establishment, and anti-militarism (see “Anti” by Oxymoron, 2000), all of which are
representative of the discourses of contemporary Western societies, all of which result in not
only prejudicial economic practices, but violence in all forms. So long as punk exists, their will
forever be voices to protest such violence.
Pillar Six: Tension and Balance: The “Do No Harm” Clause
I just want some harmony/I just want some harmony,
I don’t care about apathy/I just want some harmony—now!
—GBH, “Harmony”
The sixth pillar of punk pedagogy is the realization, acceptance, and actualization of the
concept that we as human entities live within a constant state of tension in which balance must
be sought after to achieve harmony. Sounds very Buddhist, right? That would explain why many
punks, generally in their later years, are drawn towards Eastern philosophies for spiritual
guidance. To explicate upon this pillar, there are a plethora of examples upon which I can draw
support; the most poignant are illustrated here.
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Anti-Conformity Revisited: Being Yourself While Doing No Harm
Hardcore formulas are dogshit/Change and caring are what’s real,
Is this a state of mind/Or just another label?
The joy and hope of an alternative/Have become its own cliché.
—Dead Kennedys, “Chickenshit Conformist”
Within this first example, there is much overlap between all six pillars. Specifically, there
is a sense of tension concerning one’s ability to be themselves while refraining from conducting
any sense of symbolic and/or physical violence upon others. This tension is representative of the
teaching tensions that Lowenstein (2010) argues exist when educating towards civic engagement
and social awareness, including tensions between vulnerability and authority, and authenticity
and distance, ultimately allowing educators the capacity to both reflect on and evaluate various
aspects of curricular design and decision making. Whether concerning style and fashion, taste in
music, or personal beliefs, punks believe that we all have the right to be ourselves. Yet with the
most poignant of caveats in that being yourself does not entail doing so at the expense of others.
Here is where a rejection of all forms of prejudice is integral to defining what it means to be
punk, therefore making this rejection a core tenet of punk pedagogy. Be it racism, sexism,
homophobia, transphobia, classism, religious-biasness, or any other form of prejudicial thinking
and action, no such mindsets supersede punk’s all-encompassing acceptance of all humanity,
even if that means particular individuals are not allowed to “be themselves.” The overall goal, as
indicated by GBH (1996), is for individuals throughout the world to live not in a state of apathy
towards each other, but a state of harmony in which we all coexist.
Here comes the tension: if punks are all about individuality and self-expression and
letting people be themselves, then should not that mean if a person truly believes prejudicial
thoughts that they should be allowed to do so because they are expressing themselves and even
possibly being anti-conformists? Absolutely not. The pillar of punk as an ethos of anti-violence,

TEACHING TO CONFRONT INTERSECTING DISCOURSES OF DOMINATION

102

symbolic and physical, outweighs such individualistic beliefs, an ethos that places emphasis
upon “change and caring” as opposed to labels and formulas that reinforce prejudice (Dead
Kennedys, 1986). As punks, we will look directly at any such individual engaging in such forms
of symbolic and possibly even physical violence and give them a middle finger and a ‘fuck you’
in response. Herein lies the difference between individuality and individualism. While
individuality recognizes the uniqueness of every person, including their attributes as well as their
contributions to society, individualism on the other hand is the belief that the pursuit of selfinterests defined by a “natural” sense of competition lead to the greater good (Martusewicz et al.,
2015). Punks believe in a highly expressive and deeply passionate, almost spiritual, sense of
individuality but not individualism—balance.
As an educator that also identifies as a punk, this sense of tension and balance regarding
being an anti-conformist while still respecting the individualities of others is of the utmost
importance for me to hold in the forefront of my mind while teaching. One of my first years
teaching, I had a student on my evaluation write that I try “too hard” to be different just so that I
will have students like me. This comment has stuck with me over the years for multiple reasons.
It made me question my efficacy as a teacher in relation to how I was presenting myself. I did
not want to change my appearance nor my behaviors; I simply thought I was being myself and as
punk, my individuality was a part of my identity. However, it made me question: Was my anticonformity, in the context of being a teacher specifically, causing harm to some of the students
who I wished to teach? Was my self-expression, in appearance, attitude, and behavior, was my
belief in being a punk pedagogue acting as a limitation, as an interference in teaching my
students? After all, my goal as an educator is to reach and teach all of my students, not just some.
In the end, I still choose to be myself, yet with the careful adjustment of being open and honest
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with my students in regard to how my presentation may affect their educational experiences. At
the beginning of every school year, I give a presentation to my students with details about who I
am as an individual, not just as their teacher, and this includes my conscious decisions to not
conform to the typical norms they may be used to seeing in their teachers. I tell them that all of
their educations are my first priority and that I will do whatever is in my power to ensure their
success. That student’s comment of me trying too hard was successful—it succeeded in
motivating me to try even harder at being a punk pedagogue by ensuring that no decision I make
in my classroom causes any sort of harm upon the lives and educations of my students.
Labels: Fuck ‘em, Sort of…
We’re the fuckin’ punks/We’re few but we are real,
The way we fuckin’ feel/This noise is for real,
You know who we are/We’re here ‘til the end!
e—The Casualties, “Die Hards”
Another tension punks find themselves living in lies at the intersection of the pillars of
anti-conformity, active resistance, and again, anti-violence. Generally, punks reject the idea of
labels, for the act of labeling acts as yet another form of social control, stigma, and oppression,
all of which rail against the ethos of belonging to this community. For example, Fat Mike, singer
of NOFX, in the song Don’t Call Me White (1994) declares that the racial label of “white”
represents everything he hates, and all individuals are simply born into racial labels without
actually being able to choose what these labels mean; therefore, he rejects them. Other labels
such as economic titles are also often rejected. Just like the racial connotations that are bred from
socially constructed definitions, economic titles are also rejected because one is often born into
their class-strata, be it one of privilege or one of poverty, and therefore individuals have no say
of the labels and all these labels connotate which they adopt at birth. Other labels to be rejected
may include those of gender (i.e., conforming to rigid denotations and connotations of “she” and
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“he”) as well as culturally appropriated labels regarding national origin—specifically, those
labels that relate directly to the ideals of patriotism and nationalism, for these labels in the punk
community are seen as divisive constructs that do more to separate and segregate communities
and individuals from each other as opposed to augment some semblance of unity, which they
falsely proclaim to do.
However, tension exists because there are times when punks admittedly accept the
adorning of labels, regardless of the stigma attached to labels as a form of conformity, that which
punks despise. The most obvious example is the label “punk.” This adoption represents a
permanent rejection of privilege, a moving away from the dominant society. While to some the
label may be a mere marker, to punks accepting such a label is the concrete giving up of the
actual social privileges they may have. While there are some members of the community that are
frustrated with the evolution of the label (myself included), which now includes sub-labels such
as street punks, crust punks, scene, and emo, the overall message beneath such labels is still the
same—punk is punk, plain and simple, and this is a place where you can be yourself and resist
any form of domination around you. Many punks, including myself, proudly adorn the title, as
exemplified by bands such as the Casualties with songs such as “Proud to Be Punk” (2000), “For
the Punx” (1997), and “Die Hards” (2001). I have multiple tattoos that represent my “labeling”
as being a part of the punk scene, just as my fashion and overall style are likewise connoted with
being a member and therefore labeled as such. So as much as punks choose to reject being
labeled, they likewise choose to be labeled not just as punks, but all that punk entails—they
choose to be labeled as outsiders, misfits, and anti-conformists because it represents the ethos of
their community, and the label itself is an act of rebellion against all that which punks choose to
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be outside from. The choice involved in the labeling process is one necessary to establishing the
pillars of punk pedagogy both in and outside of classrooms.
By being able to choose one’s label, a negation of any such violence that may be
involved in the labeling process and any connotations a label may carry with it occurs. The
ability to choose empowers those adorning said label as opposed to oppressing them through
socially constructed stigmatizations. While NOFX rejects their racial label, this is an exemplar of
the pillar of active resistance in that they are rejecting the false privilege adorned upon them for
being born white males, while in other contexts, race is a label to be adorned and celebrated.
Take for instance the contemporary movement of Black Lives Matter; here we see attempts to
flatten hierarchy but this time from bottom up as opposed to top down like asserted by NOFX.
Again, as with anti-conformity, the key pillar at play here is anti-violence. Labeling
should be the choice of the individuals and groups upon who the label affects. Without choice,
violence is enacted upon such individuals and groups by denying them the ability to not only
choose, but to control the connotative effects of their given labels, which, more often than not,
results in detrimental results that reinforce domination hierarchies instead of flattening them.
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CHAPTER 5: Fuck the System: Punk Pedagogy in Action
Well I won’t throw my hands up/And admit defeat,
Be one more sad statistic/The system fucking beat,
Broken and battered/Beaten by the system,
But I won’t give in/No I won’t be a victim!
—Action, “Won’t Be A Victim”
As a high-school English teacher of a student population that is 100% Black and Latinx
in Detroit Public Schools Community District (DPSCD), as well as an active member of the
punk community, there are several prominent ways in which I enact punk pedagogy within my
own classrooms and beyond. For the entire time I have been teaching in Detroit’s public schools,
as well as serving as an instructional coach to other teachers in the district, I have had to rely
almost entirely on the DIY ethos that is an integral tenet of punk pedagogy, as do many
educators, not just in DPSCD, but in public schools across the country, a direct result of the
capitalist-oriented, free-market practices that drain capital and resources from school districts.
Rare is the time when I am able to create an entire lesson without purchasing my own materials,
bringing in my own technology, researching and utilizing texts outside of the curriculum, and
falling nothing short of creating my own curriculum entirely in lieu of utilizing the district’s,
which is so outdated and poorly structured that implementing it would do nothing more than set
my students up for academic, professional, and social failure (Einhorn, 2018).
My overall ethos as a teacher focuses on punk’s drive to achieve social justice for all. As
stated, all of my students are non-white, most of them living in poverty, some of whom identify
as LGBTQ+, and some who receive special education services; all of my students in one way or
another fall outside of mainstream society’s conceptualization of “normalcy” and achievement,
marginalized to the fringes, and forced to the bottom of America’s hierarchies of domination.
Even though DPSCD implemented a new English curriculum during the 2019-2020 school year,
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the educators and students in Detroit have not been provided with the equitable resources and
opportunities they need to bring them up from their current state of prejudicial subjugation. Not
to mention that Freire’s (2018) call for the active engagement of the oppressed (i.e., the students
of DPSCD) in the formation of a meaningful curriculum was in no way actualized in the new
curriculum’s adoption. The system has failed them, so I therefore decisively and consciously
implement the social justice ethos of punk into every lesson I teach, every conversation I have,
every minute that passes within my classroom, and every second I interact with students. Every
moment of my students’ lives is defined by prejudice; the least I can do is purposefully and
meaningfully sculpt my interactions with them, be they formal or informal, to assist in attacking
this system that has chained them down. Using a blend of hip-hop pedagogy with punk pedagogy
acting as a bridge between my world and theirs, we have analyzed, compared, contrasted, and
synthesized the discourse and outward symbolic applications of both genres by listening to and
reading lyrics, and by watching music videos from both genres. From there, not only do
conversations start as to how and why the state of our society is allowed to exist (including
topics of neoliberalism, meritocracy, individualism, and other such centric forms of thinking),
but as a classroom community we also work to collectively analyze and create solutions that
dismantle America’s culture of supremacy. Whether through argumentative writing, artistic
expressions, or debate, my students raise their voices to combat oppression.
As a punk pedagogue, I actively defy and resist mainstream practices (Parkinson, 2017),
of which I am expected to uphold in my position as an educator. I refuse to punish students by
suspending them for being out of uniform, for the ludicrous fact that their shoes or pants must be
a certain color; I refuse to reinforce conformity as a weapon of authority; I refuse to suspend a
student for saying fuck or shit or any other profanity when used in a non-derogatory manner
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when adults in the building cuss daily at students and make degrading remarks about them as
individuals and as a community; I refuse to lower a student’s grade because they do not have a
pen or pencil to write with; I refuse to impede their learning in any way; I refuse to not let
students wear hoodies when it is freezing in the building where they are expected to learn, or for
wearing a t-shirt instead of their uniform shirt when in the summer it is sweltering to the point of
passing out. I refuse to participate in the domination of my students; I refuse to contribute to the
practices that reinforce the conceptualization of urban schools as a school-to-prison pipeline for
children of color. And as aforementioned, not only do I bring the punk ethos into my lessons,
objectives, decisions, and interactions I have with my students, but being punk also influences
the physical expression of my identity as an educator and human-being. As such, I enact the
symbolic expressions and statements that have come to define the punk subculture (Levine &
Stumpf, 1983). While tattoos are becoming more common and socially acceptable to a degree, I
have been explicitly told that I still fall outside what the general mainstream deems as
“appropriate” in a workplace, especially within a school, in that I have tattoos upon almost every
part of my visible body. Along with my posters of Tupac and Notorious, I have posters in my
classroom from punk rock bands such as The Clash and Anti-Flag, and during passing-time
between classes, I have my personally created playlist entitled “Punk as Fuck” blasting through
my speakers, spreading messages of both resistance and acceptance.
When I was completing my student teaching, the dean of the college of education pointed
me out in front of all of my pre-service peers and proclaimed I would never be a teacher unless I
changed my appearance. At this time I had an 18- to 20-inch mohawk, my ears and lip were
pierced, but no tattoos that could not be covered by a long-sleeve shirt. I said nothing in response
out of mere shock, but the next day, I went out and got a compass tattooed on the top of my left
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hand, a location chosen purposefully because it could not be covered. This all is not just about
my appearance, for punk is more than such superficiality. Punk is action. My intentional
rejection of what I have always been coerced into looking like as a professional teacher and
member of society is a form of active resistance, sending a message of resistance to all of those
around me, to my students, my colleagues, the families in the communities I work, and any
stranger I meet who “can’t believe” I actually got a job working with children.
What now follows are specific examples of how I have applied the six pillars of punk
pedagogy directly in my classroom and as an overall framework for my educational career.
These exemplars are not meant to be self-congratulatory or boasting. Instead, they are merely
meant to illustrate the successes as well as the realistic applicability that the six pillars of punk
pedagogy have for educators. As previously described throughout earlier chapters, no one pillar
stands isolated from the others—they all intersect with each other in regard to theory and
practice. Therefore, the following categories chosen to represent the specific instances of my
applications of punk pedagogy are not labeled identically to the six pillars. Instead, these
categories, such as Ethos and Curricular Decision-Making, were chosen not to show the pillars in
isolation from each other, but to illustrate the overlap of each pillar, for it is from the overlap of
these pillars that the true power of punk pedagogy originates.
Ethos
The people, stupid and happy and set in their ways,
Content as their lives grow sick and decay,
The readers all stand there digesting the system,
You don’t have to be choking to become a victim!
—Choking Victim, “Hate Yer State”
One of the first conscious applications of the pillars of punk pedagogy that an educator
must make is in shaping their ethos about education, learning, and schooling. Adopting a punk
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mindset is a necessity before direct action can be taken. This ethos orients teachers to be, for lack
of a better word, critical “consumers” of the educational world in which they work. They need to
be aware of all the injustices that exist within our education system, that where they work is not a
perfect representation of what education should be; whether in an urban, suburban, or rural
district, or in a private, public, or charter school, there is no such thing as a perfect educational
model, for because of the presence of discourses of domination, if the needs of one group of
students are being met (usually those at the top of the hierarchy), then somewhere else the needs
of others are being hindered (i.e., those along the bottom of the hierarchy).
Students ask me all the time why I became a teacher. I laugh as I hear them exclaim that
they could never be a teacher because they “could never deal with these kids.” One of the main
reasons I typically give them is because I, as a student, never cared much for school, but
somewhere along the line, I realized just how important education can be to an individual and
communities, and therefore, I wanted to provide students with every opportunity possible to
learn and grow. As a student, I did well in school achieving mostly top marks in the classes I
took, I got into varying amounts of trouble, but the one thing that bothered me the most—I was
bored. I remember one English teacher in particular who would always give me a hard time for
having my head down on my desk or finishing my work “too quickly” or not paying attention or
not engaging in whatever lesson they had planned for the day; they assumed that I did not care
about their class, but the reality was that I found no meaning in what we were learning—I could
recite the content of the class backwards and forwards, but I just did not care.
As a typical high-school suburban kid, I was pressured into making career decisions
before I even knew if I wanted to attend college or not. I had started mentoring in middle school
and was drawn to social work, but because of two influences during my high-school career, I
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decided on teaching—punk rock and my senior-year English language arts teacher. This teacher
inspired in me a love for reading and writing; punk rock inspired in me a yearning for social
justice. While I absolutely believe that teenagers should not be pressured into knowing what
career field they will enter upon graduating high school, the combination of these factors led me
to the field of teaching, specifically in high-needs school districts (e.g., Detroit Public Schools
where I have developed and made my career).
Because of punk rock, I immediately entered this field with a different vision than many
of those around me. By the time I entered my teacher preparation program in college, I was
already formulating an ethos unique to what I was being taught. I absorbed all of the educational
content thrown my way, but I did something which throughout my entire experience as a student
and as a professional has always annoyed and perturbed those above me—I questioned
everything. I questioned why we learned particular things and why we were told to teach in
certain ways. I questioned how teachers and professors taught and how they expected me to
teach. Those above me, my principals and administrators, viewed this as a problem because
conformity is key, and though not always outwardly stated, exalted. I should not have been
questioning. I should have been nodding along like a senseless drone trusting that what I was
told was correct simply because someone in a position of domination told me so. This has always
been one of the most ironic situations I have found myself in professionally; oftentimes, I will be
chastised for questioning authority, for questioning new initiatives and directives, when as
teachers we are relentlessly told that one of the most important skills we can teach students is to
be critical thinkers, which inevitably includes the ability to question.
The act of active questioning illustrates the overlap between various pillars integral to an
actualized punk pedagogy; most specifically, the pillars of active resistance and non- or anti-
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conformity as well as nuances within the pillars of anti-domination, emotional guidance, antiviolence, and the final pillar of tension and balance. By consciously and purposefully
questioning with the tenets of punk in mind, one actively resists any such forms of both the overt
and hidden curricula and agendas. While as is the case with many professions, it is often
expected that an employee simply follow the directives of the boss without hesitation, so by
questioning authority one enacts a stance of anti-conformity to domination hierarchies and power
dynamics, requiring a careful navigation of the tension that exists within such systems.
Questioning must in fact be purposeful, and the purpose I found, the drive behind such
questioning, came from my exposure to punk’s philosophy and its determination to alleviate any
semblance of violence present within my educational workplace for myself, my students, and my
colleagues, driven by an emotional comfortability that such violence was present in the first
place. If it were not for my exposure to punk rock politics, for my growing awareness of
subjugating practices, discourses, and outcomes, I would have simply fallen in line with the rest
of the students in my teacher preparation program, read my books, written my papers, and slowly
but surely worked towards graduation.
The ethos of a punk pedagogue must involve the constant challenging of authority. A
teacher practicing punk pedagogy must be willing to place themselves and perhaps others in
uncomfortable and even professionally risky situations for the betterment of their students.
Especially in an urban school district such as DPSCD, there are constant directives being passed
down from administration that teachers are expected to implement unequivocally and
unquestioningly. One must be constantly cognizant of the fact that schools are a part of a system
that upholds historical narratives and discourses of domination, authority, and supremacy, and
therefore any directive that staff are expected to implement may be connected to directly or
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indirectly to the detrimental outcomes associated with such a system. Regardless of if a teacher
might get in “trouble” for questioning or even refusing to implement particular directives, punk
pedagogy allows for educators to bravely and unwaveringly uphold these pillars by knowing that
all choices being made are in fact rooted in a critical analyses of what is best for the students of a
district, not for the district’s bottom-line.
Image & Appearance
People come up to me every day,
They ask me why I dress this way,
They don’t know what to say
When I spit on them and walk away
—Lower Class Brats, “Safety Pinned and Sick”
I struggle with putting so much emphasis on my appearance throughout this entire
dissertation because, in accordance with the pillars of tension and balance as well as anticonformity, I do not believe that one’s physical appearance should in anyway hinder them from
equal and equitable opportunities, yet I do believe that one’s appearance can be utilized in
multiple modes, such as a celebration of individuality along with being used as a tool of active
resistance. The fact of the matter is that teachers, though not always explicitly stated, are
expected to look a certain way. It is an unsung truth that teachers are meant to represent that
which illustrates “normalization” within society. Daily, I consider how my image, including both
my physical appearance as well as my behavior, are interpreted by my students, their families,
my coworkers, and administration.
When I was first hired into Detroit Public Schools, my appearance was immediately
called into question, and it is a story that my former principal loves to tell. As aforementioned, I
have tattoos that I am unable to cover with general articles of clothing—my fingers and hands,
two complete sleeves, three out of four sides of my neck, and in my ear. The day of my
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interview, I did conform…somewhat. I adorned a suit and tie, black dress shoes, and a matching
belt, even a pocket square to match my tie. I left my earrings but removed my lip-ring. I made
the judgment to conform as best I could (nothing I could obviously do about my tattoos) in hopes
that I could become a member of a system—in this case, a teacher at a high school in Detroit—
so that I could then inspire change and promote anti-conformity from within. It was not until the
first day of school for teachers that I learned how my appearance influenced my interview. In the
words of my principal, it was because of God that I ended up getting the job.
According to my former principal, the moment I walked into her office door, a fresh and
eager twenty-something teacher only two years into his career, she had made up her mind that I
was not going to get the job, that she was concerned about the tattoos and earrings and that I
would not be a proper fit for her school. But then, the story goes, God told her to listen to me,
that it was her Christian duty to hear me out and consider what it was that I had to say. Impressed
enough by how I answered her interview questions, I was offered the job and became the newest
member of the English department. As an atheist, I was made quite uncomfortable as she told
this story, but as I saw the majority of the faces of the staff smiling in approval and nodding
along, I nervously smiled and chuckled along, not realizing how her religious discourse and the
acceptance of it by the staff had caused me to slip right into a pattern of conformity from my first
day on the job. I was new, I was where I wanted to be, and the punk inside of me had become
embarrassed about my appearance, viewing it as something only worthy to be accepted if a deity
from on high gave their nod and approval.
The uncomfortableness caused by my appearance in her head, enough so she considered
not even listening to what I had to say, I wish I could say was the first instance of my appearance
disrupting the psyche of an interviewer before whom I sat. Usually when I am judged for my
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appearance in the realm of education, I generally react with any emotion ranging from glee to
thoughtfulness to anger, but never, other than in this situation, with heartbreak: It was the
summer after I had completed my undergraduate degree in English education, graduating early
and with honors I was ready to take on the world of teaching. It was hiring season in school
districts, and I was on a quest for my first full-time appointment, the final step in achieving my
dream. Based on my application, I earned the opportunity to interview for a high school position
at Holland Public Schools in Holland, Michigan. I had only interviewed at a small handful of
other schools at this point, so I was wracked with nervous twitches and a heart I thought would
explode out of my throat. I was interviewed by the principal, an assistant principal, a member of
the English department, and one other individual from which department I cannot recall. I
remember the oval table seeming like a football field with me in one end zone and the
interviewers all the way down in the other. Before I knew it, I was shaking hands and offered a
job. I even received an official offer from the principal in writing. My head was swimming as I
ran back to my car, shut the door, and shouted in elation. I did it; I was a teacher. At least, that is
what I thought…
A week later I arrived back in Holland with a full schedule: First, I was to go to central
office to sign my contract and fill out all of my employment paperwork; next, I had a full day of
walk-throughs scheduled at various apartments in the area. Still playing the conformity game, I
wore a dress-shirt with tie and nicely pressed khaki pants even though this was not an interview,
and I had already been offered the job. I entered the central office building and was led to a small
room, the office I believe of one of the assistant superintendents. On a circular table in the
middle of the room was a manila-folder open with my contract waiting to be signed, my name in
black ink officially printed across the top. But then, something strange began to happen.
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We shook hands, and before I could even take a seat, I was met with a barrage of
questions: What are your credentials? What do you know about our district? What do you know
about the students of the population we serve? How do you know you’ll be able to perform all of
the duties required? I was immediately taken aback. For one, this was not supposed to be an
interview, so the fact that I was having questions flung at me faster than I could answer them
took me off guard. Second, the tone of voice of this assistant superintendent could not have been
any more accusatory. The way she formulated the questions: “What do you know about…” and
“How do you know…” always putting emphasis on the “you” with the heavy implication that I
needed to justify something, but what I needed to justify I could not exactly tell. But then, then I
saw it: The entire time she was hurling questions my way, she never made eye contact, and she
sure as hell was not looking at my neatly pressed shirt and tie. Instead, her eyes traveled from the
compass on my hand, to my earrings, to my lip ring (those were my only visible body
modifications at this point in my career). I answered each and every question honestly,
effectively, and accurately, providing reasoning and justification and evidence and everything an
interviewee should do, but before I knew it, she closed the folder on the table, my name
disappearing from our sight as she said: “I’m sorry, I don’t think you’re a good fit for our
district. Thank you for your time.”
Wait, huh? What the fuck just happened? I went back to my car, head spinning, and
began to cry as I made the two-hour drive back to the east side of the state. Not a good fit? Why?
Because of how I look? At least give me a better reason than that; tell me you are going with a
hire that has more experience than me, tell me the position is no longer available due to
downsizing, tell me anything other than I am not a “good fit.” When I got back, I wrote a
thoughtfully and carefully worded email to the principal, the one who initially offered me the
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job. I expressed my confusion and asked if he had any insight. His response was almost
immediate—he said that he was sorry, which I do truly believe, and that the decision was made
by those above his paygrade and that there was nothing he could do about it. At this point in my
life, I thought I was used to all of the reactions I would get regarding my appearance—my
parents never liked my choice of mohawk and piercings and clothing, the stares and looks of
disgust from strangers in public, being made fun of by the popular kids in school—and until this
point I had never cared, or at least cared to the extent that now I was feeling something I had
never attached to my image before: sorrow.
For the first time, my appearance was affecting my professional career in the world of
education, a career I had not even yet obtained. When the dean of the college of education
pointed me out in front of my peers saying I would never get a job unless I conformed, I was not
sad or heartbroken, but angry, and I even found bits of hilarity in the situation that one person
could be so bothered by another’s appearance that they would go out of their way to chastise
them for it. But now I began to question my identity and wonder if maybe he was right; maybe I
would never get a job as a teacher because of the choices I made, because of my membership in
the punk community; maybe I should take out my piercings and stop getting tattoos and get the
ones you could see removed. I decided not to make any of these choices and to this day continue
to celebrate my identity as I did not give up and that same year got a job at another suburban
district where I taught for one year before coming to DPSCD. To this day, my physical
appearance still plays a daily role in my position as an educator, and all six pillars of punk
pedagogy are directly involved in my continuous decision to be myself.
To begin, my conscious effort to continue to adorn a punk aesthetic as an educator is
representative of the first pillar of punk pedagogy—active resistance—in that by doing so I both
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attempt to reject certain privileges while simultaneously striving toward flattening domination
hierarchies. It is completely unacceptable and reprehensible that my students receive less
opportunities than myself because they are born Black I am given advantages because of my
white skin. By covering my skin in tattoos, by physically altering my appearance, I work towards
rejecting the various advantages I receive not just in theory, but in practice, which effectively
acts as a step in flattening any sort of domination hierarchy that places me above my students.
While I was heartbroken that I was denied work because of how I choose to alter my skin and
appearance, I can only imagine the level heartbreak my students and other non-white individuals
feel on a daily basis when they are rejected because of the natural color of their skin. These
choices reflect the second pillar of punk pedagogy—anti-domination—because the position I am
given in society as a white male has been created to specifically reflect the competition-oriented
structures of the free-market globalized system. In this instance, the active resistance of
domineering discourses is the embodiment of Pillar Three, anti-conformity. I enact the third
pillar by refusing to give in to the pressures of “normalcy.” And while tattoos are becoming
evermore acceptable and commonplace, we still live within a society that upholds prejudicial
appearance-based ideals where a white individual with tattoos is looked at differently than a
Black individual, where a woman with tattoos is looked at differently than a man, and where a
bartender or barber or chef with ink running up and down their arms is looked at differently than
a teacher.
Not only am I attempting to lower my hierarchical position and level the social playingfield with my students, I am also celebrating my own individuality and, by doing so, setting an
example for my students. This situation is one that requires open communication, honesty, and
vulnerability. Everything about my appearance that society may view as controversial are self-

TEACHING TO CONFRONT INTERSECTING DISCOURSES OF DOMINATION

119

chosen modifications; in the end, I still am treated different regardless of my modifications than
non-white peoples because I have been deemed to have greater social value and worth residing in
the pigments of my skin. A constant theme in my classroom is the promotion of self-worth. By
engaging in the pillars of punk pedagogy, I create an environment where my students feel
comfortable to ask me questions about my appearance, which typically opens the door to
discussions as to how socially constructed norms regarding image effect our daily lives,
including those characteristics chosen and unchosen. We discuss the racism embedded in the nohoodie policies many urban districts, such as DPSCD, implement that white suburban schools do
not, we discuss stereotyping and prejudice, and discrimination, all in the name of creating a sense
of acceptance and positivity regarding one’s own image.
Generally, these discussions begin as a sort of round-table; I choose this format
specifically because it easily allows the voices of all students to be heard. Yet these discussions
are just the tip of the iceberg when it comes to actively engaging my students with such topics. I
have had students write argumentative speeches on topics such as the no hoodie policy, research
papers on cultural biases and stereotyping, and make movies promoting a positivity that is often
lacking from the daily environment of their schooling. One year students even engaged in a
peaceful protest of the hoodie policy, refusing to take them off, eventually coming to a
compromise with the administration in that they could wear their hoodies in common areas such
as the lunchroom but still not in classrooms (not a perfect outcome, but it was at least a step in
the right direction, a demonstration of student power).
When faced with decisions to conform my identity, specifically at school when in the role
of teacher and instructional coach, I use the fourth pillar—emotional guidance—to lead my
decision making. By engaging in mindful empathy, the anger that rests in the bosom of the punk
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ethos comes bubbling up inside of me. This anger is blended with heartache and depression.
When I consider covering my tattoos when the superintendent visits our school, when I struggle
deciding how to dress on the first day of class, when I think of removing my piercings and
cutting my hair, I think of my students, and I become angry when I realize how these are thought
processes they go through every single day, how they are rejected because of their cultural
choices as well as their natural biology; therefore, I decide to continue to display my own
“alternative” appearance in order to rattle the perceptions of those around me, to demonstrate
how image and appearance should not be used to organize any sort of hierarchy in which some
individuals are placed above others simply because of how they look. These conscious choices
combat the ever-present violence—Pillar Five—in the lives of my students. When they feel
valued for their identity, they become motivated to actively work to destroy the discourses that
work to control them, hold them back, and dominate them. The final pillar of tension and balance
arises in that image and appearance can be both surface-level and superficial while
simultaneously representative of cultural heritage, values, family, and individuality. It must be
understood that, in order to fully enact a punk pedagogy in the classroom, one must be willing to
take risks regarding their own individuality as well as promote the value of the images our
students project. Each student is an individual as well as a member of a community, and in order
to combat the evils of historically engrained logics of domination and value, hierarchies created
around dominating others because of socially defined demographic characteristics, like one’s
physical appearance, must be done away with for good.
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Curricular Decision-Making
They search for questioners of lies/And mental health is their disguise,
But best believe they’re full of hate/They will mislead us to control our shining lives,
They are corrupt and vicious constructs of the state
These folks can lock you up for life/They’ll grind and spit you out of spite,
You’re just a puzzle piece to prop their house of lies,
Another mirror to expose their venal might.
—Leftöver Crack, “Vicious Constructs”
Decisions regarding curriculum are perhaps one of the most important arenas in which
the pillars of punk pedagogy can be applied, for curricular decisions affect both micro and macro
aspects of daily life in and outside of the classroom. Essentially, punk pedagogy allows educators
such as myself to recognize, identify and name, and struggle in collaboration with students and
colleagues to flatten domination hierarchies, characteristic of Pillar One. For the majority of my
career in DPSCD, there has been no official high school English curriculum for me to teach;
therefore, every lesson I taught was a lesson rooted in my ethos as a punk pedagogue. The
district had textbooks, sure, and some teachers used them religiously, starting the year off on
page one and mechanically moving page by page, story by story, activity by activity, until the
end of the school year. For those teachers, lesson planning was easy for all they needed to do was
copy down what their teacher’s edition (if they were lucky enough to have one) said, or at
minimum copy down the lessons straight from the student edition. Little to no thought goes into
this process. And that is the first step in making curricular decisions rooted in punk pedagogy:
One must be willing to realize that the process of lesson planning in such a way will be anything
but simple and quick.
Beyond this basic realization, one of the first steps I take when making curricular
decisions according to the pillars of punk pedagogy is to actively work towards flattening any
sort of hierarchy that may intentionally or unintentionally go into the lesson-planning process,
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Pillar One. In no way should I be placed in a position above my students. Simply because I am
the one creating a lesson for them to engage in does not give me authority nor the right to
dominate over them as individuals as well as a community of human-beings. In order to flatten
such a hierarchy, I need to recognize discourses that define the privileges I grew up with in that I,
as a white man, more often than not got to see myself reflected in curricula and textbooks;
therefore, I must shape my lessons in a way that brings my students’ lives and voices into the
content itself. I cannot do this by assuming I know what from their lives should be integrated into
my lessons, nor should I assume how or why. The simple fact that I have been writing on this
very page “my” lessons as opposed to “our” lessons in itself speaks to an engrained mindset
teachers obtain that they believe they are above their students and they are imparting “their”
knowledge onto “them.” Instead, a punk pedagogue must be willing to be an active listener,
absorbing the lives of their students so that they know just how to integrate their lives so that the
lessons reflect a curricula of the community, not a curricula that is the manifestation of an
agenda that promotes the voices of the already empowered majority.
Such actions and modes of thinking serve to reinforce both a legitimate/official
curriculum as well as an actual/operational curriculum directly within the classroom. Because the
legitimate/official curriculum essentially maps out one’s theories and beliefs about schooling and
knowledge, it provides the basis for accountability for educators (Posner, 2004). I can think of no
higher way than to be held accountable for the educations of my students than when I bring their
own lives in the educational process. To be responsible for creating a learning experience shaped
around the community and lived experiences of a group of students transitions this official
curriculum to that of the operational as curricular decisions become mirrored within what a
teacher actually teaches and the learning outcomes of the students (Posner, 2004). Accountability
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is reinforced when students’ lives, voices, and communities become integral facets of the
curriculum, a reflection of an ethos rooted in flattening hierarchies (Pillar One) and an ethos of
anti-domination (Pillar Two), as it does not teach a curriculum based on the dominant culture and
power structures; is anti-conformist (Pillar Three), as teachers must often change and adapt the
official curriculum that they are expected to implement in order to better meet student needs;
requires emotional guidance (Pillar Four), as teachers must become critically reflexive of the
decisions they make and how they affect the lives of their students; is anti-violent (Pillar Five),
as subjugation through the use of dominant curricular structures is subverted; and exists along a
continuum of tension and balance (Pillar Six), as an appropriate balance must be achieved
between those curricular decisions made by the teacher and those made by the student.
By bringing the lives of students into a curriculum, by allowing them to have an active
voice to shape their learning content and processes, by engaging in such culturally responsive
practices, a punk pedagogue will not only be able to work towards flattening hierarchies and
reject any particular form of privilege they may possess (writing lessons to teach to others a
privilege in itself), but they will also be able to work towards the pillar of eliminating any form
of outward and/or symbolic violence as well, Pillar Five. As mentioned, this is the first year in
my entire career at DPSCD that there is an actual curriculum being implemented in the high
school ELA classrooms, aside from an outdated textbook. However, with this new curriculum
symbolic violence is being enacted upon students. The new curriculum is split into six units,
each one with a primary text the students are supposed to read followed by multiple ancillary
pieces connected by theme. It is easy to interpret, although presented symbolically, that the
primary text of each unit—identified as the “anchor text”—is the text that holds the most
importance, whether regarding thematic content, authors craft and style, and so on. And what is
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it that my students see when they peruse the table of contents let alone spend months on end
reading the works of these authors? A bunch of dead white men—Beowulf (okay, I recognize
that no one knows who exactly the author of this piece is, but the culture it reflects is still of
Euro-Scandinavian origin, a.k.a., white history), The Canterbury Tales, The Tragedy of Macbeth,
Gulliver’s Travels, the poetry of William Wordsworth, John Donne, and John Keats, and essays
by George Orwell.
If an educator does not see a problem in this selection of literature, then punk pedagogy is
for them! Before moving on any further, I will, for counterargument’s sake, identify that the
textbook these primary texts are coming from is labeled “British and World Literature.” The
symbolic violence and hidden curriculum embedded in this subtitle as well the texts given to the
children of Detroit to learn represents a discourse of racial discrimination, gender bias, and
historical prejudice. To begin, the texts I listed that are the six “anchor texts” used to ground the
entire content of the curriculum together are in no way representative of “world literature” and
instead present a sampling of literature dominated by white, male, euro-Christian viewpoints.
Race, gender, religion, orientation, culture—none are represented other than those who already
hold position upon the top tiers of Westernized social value hierarchies.
These texts are presented to the senior class of all DPSCD schools. Senior year is meant
to be the culmination of your learning throughout some of the most formative years of one’s life;
it is the year where life directions change and deviate, where one celebrates the accomplishment
of an intellectual and social milestone. So if this year is meant to represent the pinnacle of one’s
primary and secondary educational experience, that which they learn, the content of the
curriculum, should equally represent this phase of education and life. However, the discourse
that is being communicated is that the pinnacle of education, the pinnacle of the art that is
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language and literature, the pinnacle of those voices to be represented upon center stage, is all
that which is nonrepresentative of my students, their lives, and their cultures.
These texts are anything but mirrors in which students can see themselves. They are
being taught, both implicitly and explicitly, that their lives, in short, do not matter. The world of
the “world literature” represented in this curriculum is the world that the discourse of
neoliberalism hopes to reinforce—a manifestation of injustice that has created a world where
minority populations are silenced and kept out of the mainstream when it comes to their
contributions, their cultures, and celebrating all that they are as living entities upon this earth.
The best this curriculum does to provide any sort of minority voice is to tie very short ancillary
texts in tandem with the anchor texts. Again, symbolically, my students see that any time a voice
by someone who looks like them is allowed to be heard is if it can be attached to the anchor of a
white man—their voices are mere leaves rustling in the wind while the white man’s voice is the
trunk of the tree. What a disheartening experience to on a daily basis feel your own culture
devalued in such a way; what pain, what hurt, all because they were not born to look like those
who throughout history have obtained power. In order to change the curriculum for the better,
practical steps can be taken. Keeping specifically in mind the fifth pillar of punk pedagogy
regarding symbolic violence, I always first look towards the authors I am expected to teach. If
they do not represent the cultural experiences and histories of my students, I immediately flag the
text for cultural relevance. Even if a text is not written by someone who is culturally similar to
my students, it can still hold thematic connections to their lives, so that is the second question I
ask myself—is the curriculum thematically relevant? If neither the author nor the themes connect
to my students, I find another text as a supplement. If a text or a portion of the curriculum only
meets these requirements partially, that is being culturally and thematically relevant, then I am
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sure to build into my lessons conversations and activities that address such gaps and cracks.
Students, for example, may rewrite a story that is thematically relevant but from the point-ofview of someone who is culturally connected to their own lives.
This year has been a struggle for me in regard to sticking to the pillars of punk pedagogy
in connection to my decisions made about the curriculum and how to combat this violence that is
being enacted upon my students. My specific role in DPSCD is “Master Teacher.” In this role, I
am expected to engage in lengthy trainings regarding this new curriculum and then take the
information from these trainings back to my school and train the ELA staff and administration.
Being in the role of an instructional coach with this curriculum, I often feel as if I am expected to
swallow every aspect of the curriculum whole and not question its content, because after all, the
district has spent millions of dollars on this new curriculum as a part of the sweeping reforms the
new superintendent is implementing. As I struggle through learning every facet of the
curriculum, there are often days where I simply teach lessons in their currently written form
without making any adjustments to increase their cultural relevance and appeal to the lives of my
students. The guilt I feel draws me back to the pillar of emotional guidance.
Though I may struggle on certain days, I use this guidance to keep lines of
communication open with both my students as well as the staff with whom I work. By doing so,
we have constant conversations as to what parts of the curriculum work for and do not work for
them. Therefore, even if I teach my students a lesson in its original format, a format that does not
connect to their lives, by having honest conversations with them as to what they are learning and
why, a form of liberation begins to formulate as my students as well as myself learn to critically
question that which they are expected to learn. The same holds true with conversations I have
with my colleagues. By questioning the authority above us in that we do not simply teach a
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curriculum in ways that we are told, we take steps toward creating a pedagogy within our
classrooms that is redeeming of the non-diverse hierarchical structure we are expected to present
to our students who already live within a system where their voices are meant to be silenced,
covered up, and kept from acting as agents of change.
Lessons
See I got these glasses/So they kick my ass,
But I’ll kick their asses/When I go to class,
I got these glasses/So I can’t wear shades,
But I’ll kick their asses/I’ll get good grades.
—Descendents, “Mass Nerder”
As with critical hip-hop pedagogy, punk pedagogy allows for an infusion of the punk
ethos and culture into daily lessons and instruction. Punk pedagogy allows for teachers to
accomplish a multitude of achievements ranging from making curricular decisions, navigating
relationships within the classroom, creating strategies to deal with discourses of domination, and
affording educators opportunities to reflect upon their privileges and practices within the
classroom. When regarding curricular decision-making, educators are provided with ways in
which they can simultaneously analyze and eventually resist both the official/legitimate
curriculum as well as the hidden curriculum. Teachers can therefore, through punk pedagogy,
eliminate various forms of the hidden curriculum by modeling authentic resistance to domination
through their teaching practices, especially through the application of anarchist-based actions.
Punk pedagogy allows educators to improvise and navigate all such relationships that compose
the enacted operational curriculum during their lessons, including those that exist between
students and teachers and between students and their peers—the ways in which teachers present
their lessons as well as how students interpret these lessons ultimately affect the functional
relationships that exist within the classroom. Such navigation and improvisation involves the
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implementation of concrete curricular strategies within lessons that simultaneously allow
teachers and students alike to unpack various manifestations of discourse, such as those
concerned with hierarchical subjugation (a specific enactment of punk pedagogy’s first, second,
third, and fifth pillars), in order to better achieve educational experiences focused upon equity
and democratic thinking. The implementation of punk pedagogy therefore provides educators
with the opportunities, the mindset, and the abilities to engage in self-reflection, a reflection on
their own privileges as educators, in ways that support a revolutionary stance. In the ELA
classroom, this can be seen specifically when navigating the teaching and learning of complex
texts as well as the instruction of all concrete literacy skills.
This infusion builds off of my discussion as to how the pillars of punk pedagogy relate to
the constant curricular decisions I make within my classroom. The following section will
describe particular lessons that I have taught over the years in my classroom, all of which include
various tangible aspects of the punk community, including its music, fashion, and discourse. The
first lesson is rooted directly in the discourse of the punk community in that it centers around
using controversy to engage students in deep and critical analytic thinking of language as well as
the communities in which they all live, those shared as well as those unique to each student.
The Lesson of “FUCK”
The reaction it brings, just one of those things/Your friends might now want you around,
If the impulse is right, you might get in a fight/Even though you can’t hold your ground,
But all rest assured, sometimes just a word/Is the most satisfying sound,
Sometimes it makes no sense at all/The easiest thing to do
Is say ‘fuck you!’
—Bad Religion, “Fuck You”
I typically teach this lesson early on in the school year or semester, for it serves as the
backdrop to countless conversations had later throughout the year. On the surface, it is a mere
lesson in word choice, something that all ELA teachers cover, including how such choices affect
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the overall meaning and tone of a piece, why an author makes such choices and what was their
purpose, and so on. It is important that this lesson happens early on in the year/semester because
my students do not know me well enough to know all of the ins and outs of my personality, my
teaching style, and any such choices I make with my lessons. Many of the lessons I teach include
“controversial” material, but this lesson is one of the first tastes students get, truly exposing them
to the type of content meant to be included in a true punk pedagogy.
The day of the lesson starts off just like any other: I am standing in the doorway greeting
each student as they walk in with a ‘good morning’ and a fist-bump. Although it is early on in
the school year, the students of my classes are already used to my general routines and
procedures at this point: Once they pass me and make their way into the classroom, they get their
writers notebooks from their class’s drawer in the filing cabinet tucked into one corner of the
room, they take a seat wherever they want (seating charts be damned!), and they look to the
board (whether my projector is actually working that day or not is a mystery to all of us) to see
what they should do to start off the day’s festivities. Up until now, the work they have been
expected to complete at the beginning of class has been anything from journal entries to general
frontloading and anticipatory sets to activate knowledge of what the coming lesson will entail.
But today, well even though the content of the board still relates to the day’s lesson, it is
drastically different than anything they have received in my class thus far.
As the students enter, they are greeted by one solitary word, written in all caps, taking up
the entirety of the whiteboard: FUCK. While standing in the doorway, back to the classroom
facing into the hallway, I relish the reactions I hear from behind me. Some students stop in their
tracks before making it to their seats; others snicker and laugh; but the most fitting response is
usually a softly drawn out, “Whaaat the fuuuck?” Besides the confusion of entering their English
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classroom to see a giant expletive written on the board, one of the most confusing aspects of this
lesson is that there is not immediately anything for the students to “do.” The students of DPSCD
are trained in “bell-to-bell instruction” in that as soon as they enter the classroom they are
supposed to complete some small assignment that connects to the day’s lesson (i.e., a “Do Now”
or “bell-work”). If I were to be observed by an administrator during this lesson (which to this day
I have yet to be), I would be chastised for not having something tangible for students to complete
at the onset of class. However, I argue, that the word fuck on my whiteboard causes just as much
activation in my students’ minds as any bell-work that results in a tangible product.
A key to this lesson is for me to act very nonchalant about the presence of the word.
When the bell rings, I enter the classroom shutting the door behind me, I smile and say a few
more “good-mornings” and “hellos” as I walk to my computer and take attendance, all while
ignoring the board. Upon entering the final student’s attendance, I stand before the class and
exclaim: “How the fuck are you all doing today?!” This generally results in a plethora of
surprised laughter as well as some students visibly surprised and borderline shocked to a possible
level of offense. After the laughter subsides, I tell the class that the theme of the day’s lesson is
word choice and that our model exemplar for the day will be the word fuck. The next step in this
lesson is for the students to engage in some brainstorming. In their notebooks, they write down
as many definitions of the word as well as many examples of usage as they can, whether from
songs, movies, common turns of phrase, and so on. This leads to a discussion as to the versatility
of the word, the numerous parts of speech it may take on, and all the ways in which the word is
most commonly used. But then I dig a little deeper—I ask: “Why is this word offensive?”
The most common response I get is silence. Sometimes a student will exclaim, “Because
it’s supposed to be!” Then we get into a conversation regarding synonyms and we replace the
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word fuck from some of the lyrics and quotes they pulled with other words with similar
meanings, depending on how it is being used in the examples chosen. After listening to various
examples ranging from punk’s Anti-Flag to rap’s Sada Baby, eventually, the conversation slowly
but surely moves from one about actual word choice to one about power, about how somewhere
down the line it was decided by a certain group of people that the word should hold very specific
negative connotations. It is here where I kick my belief in punk pedagogy into full action.
Besides simply using controversial language to engage students, this is one of the first times of
the school year where I use my positionality as a white man in order to engage my students in
learning about the power dynamics of prejudicial discourses and value hierarchies, an intentional
blending of active resistance, anti-domination, anti-conformity, and anti-violence—Pillars One,
Two, Three, and Five.
I ask how would my greeting or any use of the word for that matter be interpreted
differently if I were not a white man? From here, we are able to engage in meaningful discussion
as to how discourse, be it daily language or literary masterpieces, are riddled with racism and
prejudice. We compare the lyrics from punk music to hip-hop and to literature, coming to the
realization that even though they all may be saying the same thing, even using terms such as fuck
in the same way, they will all be consumed in drastically different ways depending upon who is
the one saying it, how they are saying it, and why (e.g., how Tim O’Brien’s use of the term is
consumed differently than rapper Dex Osama, when the work of both individuals refers to
thematic elements of trauma). One of my favorite activities that spurs from this lesson is having
students take seminal pieces of literature, especially historical pieces such as the Declaration of
Independence and re-write them using contemporary “controversial” language. Not only do
students rewrite various pieces of literature, they write explanatory essays about how language
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and power are connected to each other, how certain terms are only allowed to be said by certain
people in certain contexts while others cannot; they explore and explain what constitutes slang
and why it constitutes slang, referring back to the bias and power dynamics rooted in language,
in their language, and how they live in a world where they way they talk is specifically framed in
a way to keep racial divisions intact and hierarchies in place.
Is saying the word fuck in front of students truly one of the best exemplars of punk
pedagogy? Abso-fucking-lutely, because saying the word is simply the beginning. The fact of the
matter is that this one lesson hits upon all six pillars of punk pedagogy, therefore exemplifying
why this ethos is necessary towards shaking up the current state of hierarchical education that my
students face. This lesson acts as a form of active resistance (Pillar One) in that it combats
domination (Pillar Two) by providing voice and agency to marginalized groups of students. No
matter what activity I tie to this lesson, students begin to actively question power-dynamics in
real-time regarding language and discourse. Together we work toward flattening domination
hierarchies by using the discourse of both punk and hip-hop as a way to normalize counter
cultures and minority groups (in this case, using language as the driving force) and rail against
mainstream ideologies of what is deemed “proper.”
Students as well as myself as their teacher are both liberated in this lesson through a
sense of anti-conformity (Pillar Three). In my school as well as in most, cussing is a form of
rule-breaking and generally warrants punishment. By using profanity as the crux of this lesson,
the power of control and criminalization held over students is eliminated as they take control
over rules of discourse used to force them to conform to standards not of their own. I become
liberated in knowing that, while most administrators would probably not approve of this lesson
no matter how well I could justify its significance, I am engaging my students in a learning
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process that benefits them the most as opposed to conforming to the prescribed curriculum,
which holds no relevance to their lives. Engaging my non-white low-income students in such a
critical discourse analysis is an effective step toward eliminating the violence of racism and class
warfare they face every day (Pillars Two and Five). Just like any lesson, the tension and balance
that must be realized (Pillar Six) is in understanding how to effectively get students engaged in
critical discourse analysis when such an activity is unfamiliar to most. While many students want
to keep the conversation focused around music, or they get carried away simply with cussing in
class, a balance is achieved by imparting the importance of the hidden power dynamics within
their own language where students can then begin to take control over one of the most easily
taken for granted aspects of our lives—words.
It’s All About the Music
Let’s put aside the issues/That are tearing us apart,
We’ve got a long way to go/But now’s a perfect time to start,
So quit waiting around for everyone else to say it’s okay,
Their approval is a barrier/And it’s getting in our way.
—The Havoc, “Nothing to Prove”
A crux of punk pedagogy is the infusion of music into as many meaningful ways as
possible. Because punk rock is at the heart of the punk community, it only makes sense to fill
both the classroom environment as well as lessons with music as well. Much of the music I
introduce into my classroom is punk rock, but it must be heavily emphasized, in accordance to
critical hip-hop and other critically relevant pedagogies that balance must be achieved—the sixth
pillar of punk pedagogy—by incorporating the music and cultures of the student population to
whom one teaches, not just the music and culture representative of the instructor. The first tenet
of punk pedagogy would not be met in that power hierarchies would only be reinforced, not
flattened, if the music included in the classroom is only representative of dominant cultures or
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simply cultures not representative of the students themselves. The first step in this incorporation
of music is to first incorporate it into the physical environment of the classroom community;
from there, integration into the curricula comes next.
Nearly every day students enter my classroom I have music playing. At the beginning of
the year the music tends to be reflective of artists my students like—this year I have a lot of Sada
Baby, NBA Youngboy, Rod Wave, 42 Dugg, and Lil’ Durk on my playlists, not to mention a
dozen more local Detroit rappers as well as classics such as Tupac, Notorious B.I.G., and Nas.
While playing music in the classroom is by no means a novel idea, it still is an integral facet of
punk pedagogy regarding community building. When students are presented with a familiar
representation of their lives (i.e., familiar music genres and artists) upon entering my classroom
on the first day of school, they immediately feel respected in that something they hold important
is being celebrated by someone who is supposed to be “above” them in the traditional role of the
value hierarchies that exist within Western society and education. Besides music being played on
the first day of school and most days during passing time while students enter our classroom, I
allow students in my class to all get a turn to “play DJ” during work time where they get to
choose what music the class listens to.
The chance for a student to express their individuality through being the class DJ
generally results in one of two scenarios: First, they may play something that the rest of the class
is familiar with and therefore communal bonds between students are either reinforced or formed
dependent upon the preexisting relationship; or, a student plays something completely foreign to
the class (as when it is my turn to be the DJ and play punk rock), and while some students may
not necessarily like what is being played upon its first go around, the benefits outweigh any
groans—rich discussion. Whether students like or dislike the novel music choice, they for one,
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learn something new about one of their classmates, two, may possibly like it themselves and
therefore engage in discussion with said classmate to learn more about the chosen music, or
three, they may dislike the music, but that is where the richest discussion lies. Here, we are able
to seamlessly segue into conversations about the celebration of individuality and how such
individuality plays an important role in community building, as well as what students can learn
from music that is foreign to them, such as a person’s interests and ethos.
By making such decisions, here we see Freire’s (2018) application of “teacher-students”
and “students-teachers” where punk pedagogy allows for an effective interchange between the
traditional roles that educators and students typically uphold within traditionally implemented
and defined classrooms. In my role, by adopting the positionality of a student, I effectively
abdicate the social power that I am given as a teacher and place it into the hands of my students
instead. Doing so consciously allows for me to actively resist the privileges my position typically
holds, which works towards a flattening of domination hierarchies in my classroom, illustrating
yet again pillar number one. I do not expect to be better than, to be above, or to be an authority
over my students. The implementation of such lessons, especially at the beginning of the school
year, lets me and my students work together in order to shatter any such stratified positionality to
which they (and me) have been conditioned to thus far in their schooling process.
Such a reversal fosters both the voices and autonomy of my students as individuals as
well as a community, and it also cultivates and encourages the existence of relationships that
may not exist otherwise. Punk pedagogy affords a specific level of trust that is not necessarily
present without specifically applying all six pillars within the classroom. Students, whether as
individuals or as groups, who may otherwise typically feel abandoned, unheard, or disrespected
in the classroom setting do not feel so when they become the teachers of the class. Every year I
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can name individual students that feel as if they do not belong within the school setting, that not
only are their voices unheard, but that they do not matter as human-beings. Despite the fact that I
can name dozens of students who feel this way, none more rings true to my heart than a student
who was in my class my first year teaching in Detroit Public Schools, a tenth-grader that we will
refer to as Chad. Chad’s story illustrates how not just music, but music in tandem with punk
pedagogy, a pedagogy centered around inclusiveness and the leveling of power dynamics, can
not only bring the educational experiences of students to life, but can also augment the
experiences of those who feel voiceless, bringing about a sense of empowerment, autonomy, and
perseverance in the face of the adversity that discourses of domination bring.
Chad came from what can be described as a broken household—one of his parents died a
year before due to a cocaine overdose; he found the body lying on the kitchen floor, called 9-1-1,
but it was too late for anything to be done. His other parent was abusive, both emotionally and
physically. Chad was neglected, left to fend for himself, an only child living on his own, his
surviving parent not coming home for days at a time. In the classroom, Chad kept to himself,
afraid to talk to anyone, including myself. Completing his work was a rollercoaster ride—some
weeks he would complete his work diligently and accurately, hunched over his desk with his
head down, his long braids covering his face to protect him from those around him, one hand in
his lap nervously pulling threads from his jeans while he wrote, yet other weeks he would keep
his head down and sleep, or just zone out from his surroundings (there was no window in our
classroom for him to stare out of, but if there was I am sure he would). He was never aggressive
nor rude to me: He would smile when I said hello and say hi in return before making his way to
his desk each morning; he did not get into fights with his classmates, he was not “misbehaved”
other than his sleeping, so sadly he easily slipped under the radar of many teachers because for
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the most part he did his work and caused no trouble. Chad had regular appointments with the
school social worker, but even she admitted little success in getting him to open up and engage.
Almost three months into the school year, I had a breakthrough with Chad. It was his first
turn to be class DJ. When his name came up, I looked over to him to see if he wanted to select
the day’s music while the class worked on a book project about Tim O’Brien’s The Things They
Carried. I expected him to refuse, his shyness and aloofness up until this point of the school year
transparent to the entire class, so I figured he would not want to get into a conversation about the
music he would pick. Before I could finish saying his name, he was up to my desk, the fastest I
had ever seen him move, eagerly awaiting his chance to take control of our musical selection.
Immediately he had a playlist pulled up with all of his personal favorites awaiting our ears. The
first few songs were of popular artists that seemed to grab the attention of the class and gain
some nodding approvals, but then there was a shift in his playlist and, I believe, a shift for his
entire educational and social life as he knew it.
The next grouping of songs were of very obscure artists locally known by every student
in class and almost unanimously approved of. “Chad, you picked this? I didn’t know you listened
to them!—Alright!” was the typical reaction from most in the class. Chad smiled and nodded but
still did not speak. And then, well then the third act of his playlist began. Suddenly a hardcore
metal song came on, with growling vocals and searing guitars, similar in ways to the music I had
played on occasion throughout the year only to be received with a series of “No thank you’s”
from the class. I saw the perplexity on the faces of much of the class. One of the same students
who commented his approval to Chad’s song choices thus far asked aloud again: “Chad, you
picked this?” In my mind I was prepared for this particular student to say something relatively
negative about Chad’s music selection, but my worry was for naught.
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“Chad, this song’s beat is hype! Who is this?” I was stunned, up until this point I had
thought that this music genre was mostly off limits, but how wrong I was! While Chad being
asked by a fellow classmate about his music choice still to this day makes me smile, it was
Chad’s reaction that I will forever cherish. I thought he would have responded in a few short
words, but Chad’s mouth was going a mile a minute, describing the history of the band, where
they were from, his favorite songs and albums, how he saw them in concert last summer, similar
artists and on and on and on. Not everyone in the class cared (many of them not being swayed by
this novel genre to their ears), but there were at least a half dozen pairs of ears and eyes all on
Chad. Before my eyes, he fulfilled Freire’s philosophy and transformed into the role of teacher.
Little by little, day by day, Chad’s voice became much more prominent within the classroom. He
would disagree and debate with classmates, be open about his personal opinions and views, and
engage in group assignments and activities. Later in the year we were starting our poetry unit and
I found Chad actively volunteering without any encouragement to teach the class about various
poetic forms and themes, for Chad had been writing poetry for years as a way to cope. After
engaging in a poetry workshop, he had the class in tears as he shared his own poems aloud.
Because of punk pedagogy, because I entered my classroom not just with the idea of
letting my students play class DJ as a way to get students engaged in the classroom community,
but because I entered the classroom with the specific intent to flatten the domination hierarchies
and eliminate any social strata that may exist (Pillar One), I was able to reach outcomes that
otherwise may never have happened. Because of punk pedagogy, trust was built, and balance
was achieved (Pillar Six): Chad was recognized, respected, and heard as an individual while
simultaneously becoming a recognized, respected, and heard individual of the community in
which he not only learns during the day, but his community outside of the classroom as well.
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Chad told me after class that he started listening to more alternative genres and bands because
“for some reason” he liked some of the “punk shit” I played. By bringing the themes of punk
music into my classroom, another voice became unsilenced and a student became the teacher. It
simply starts with the music.
Within the first week of school, one of the first activities I give in vein with the
importance of music to punk pedagogy, is a “Real Life Soundtrack” activity. I adapted this
activity from a social media posting that was quite popular when iTunes first came out. The
premise was that there are certain scenes to one’s life—such as Opening Credits and Closing
Credits—and after hitting shuffle on one’s music library, they write down which song happens to
land upon which scene of their life. I present my students with a similar activity, except they get
to explicitly choose what song is representative of each part of their life—First Day of School,
First Love, etc. Now what does this activity exactly have to do with punk pedagogy other than
the fact that it involves music? Cannot this lesson be done absent of punk pedagogy? Yes, it can,
but because of my belief in the pillars of punk and punk pedagogy, I make specific addendums to
this activity that I never would have thought of if it were not for my membership in the punk
community. For example, to represent the first pillar of punk pedagogy, I ask students to provide
a “Protest Song”; this is usually met with confused looks, but once explained that they may
choose a song that simply represents their emotions and mindset when they disagree with
something going on in their life, be it on the macro or micro scale, the songs chosen provide such
insight into the lives of each and every student as an individual.
Also, in accordance to Pillar Five, I ask students to provide a “Peace Song,” again usually
met with confusion, but when pushed, students use their emotions as guidance (Pillar Four) and
present some of the most heartfelt and breathtakingly beautiful songs that I would never have

TEACHING TO CONFRONT INTERSECTING DISCOURSES OF DOMINATION

140

had the privilege of hearing if it had not been for my mindset being grounded in punk pedagogy.
From this simple “get-to-know-you” lesson, the applications of music within my daily lessons
becomes infinite. Along with working towards a flattening of hierarchy by further incorporating
student voice into the lessons (Pillar One), which serves to combat discourses of domination that
exist within the curriculum (Pillar Two), these music-based lessons serve as an emotional outlet
and experience for students (Pillar Four) that may otherwise not be achieved if a student adheres
solely to the traditional curriculum. Whether juxtaposing punk and hip-hop lyrics with poetry,
conducting thematic analyses across historical time periods and genres, or guiding students
through comparative cultural examinations through reading and writing, punk is an integral
staple that grounds the content, lessons, and themes of my classroom that essentially reflect all
six pillars of punk as a comprehensive and actualized pedagogy.
A Willingness to Protest
Loaded guns won’t stop us,
False threats won’t shock us,
Protest song’s gonna rock us
All night long.
—Devil’s Brigade, “Protest Song”
As I sat at my computer during my prep hour working on grading argumentative essays, I
heard the screaming coming from the classroom next door. I knew it was not a fight, for the
screams I could tell were out of fright or surprise. I immediately sprang to my feet, ready to see
what was going on, but before I could make it to my closed classroom door, I saw the source of
the shrieks and cries—a family of mice came skidding through the crack beneath my door
frantically running under the nearest filing cabinet to hide. A student in the classroom next door
had discovered a family of mice in the bottom of a cabinet next door and the surprise caused the
family to bolt along the wall to safety, which happened to be my classroom. I sighed, found a
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box, and prepared to do what I have had to do on countless occasions already: catch the mice
hiding in my classroom before they could piss, shit, and chew through anything in their path.
I remember one time being interviewed by a student who was writing a paper on the daily
life of teachers, and one of the first questions she asked me was what was the first thing I did
when I came to school before students entered my classroom. I am sure some would guess that I
write directions on the board, or arrange the desks for the day’s activity, or prepare materials, or
grade some last-minute papers, or any number of “normal” teacher activities. But not me, not the
teachers in DPSCD; the first thing I have to do every single fuckin’ day is to sanitize my desk,
the desks of my students, and all counter-tops, shelf-tops, windowsills, and every flat surface in
the room because of the amount of mouse shit and piss that covers each surface. Next, I check
the glue traps that the exterminator places at various points in nearly every classroom throughout
the building. Sometimes there’s mice, sometimes there’s full-grown rats; either way, I drop the
remains into my garbage can that will not be emptied for another eight hours. (And to answer
your question, yes, the bodies do start to smell before the custodian has a chance to take them
away.) Sometimes the mice are still alive and it is up to me to play the role of executioner.
Once my rodent duties commence for the morning, I take my daily belongings out of my
bag and then proceed to seal my bag, coat, gloves, hat, and anything else I bring back and forth
between home and work, into airtight plastic Tupperware containers. If there is one thing I enjoy
less than cleaning up mice and rat excrement and carcasses, it is the bedbugs. They live in the
carpet, but the school district will not spend the money to fumigate the buildings because the
bugs hitch a ride from students and the building would just need to be fumigated again and again
to no end. We have found bedbugs inside of books hiding within the binding, they have fallen
out of notebooks, and scuttled across desks. The most the district has done was to give a
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professional development about bedbugs and how to avoid contact, but that is it. My skin crawls
as I am writing this just at the thought. Yet, according to the district, nothing can be done.
Besides the rodents and bugs (I did not even mention the cockroaches that skitter down
the hallways and across the floor in many buildings), the buildings themselves have seen better
days: ceiling tiles fall on students’ and teachers’ heads, mold creeps from beneath floorboards
and tiles and sinks, the water has lead, and the heating and cooling systems are so dysfunctional
people must either wear their winter coats in July or shorts and t-shirts in December. In 2016, the
teachers of Detroit’s public-school system had had enough—in response, they staged a series of
“sick-outs” during which all staff members called in “sick,” and this resulted in the closer of
anywhere from 88 to 94 of the district’s 97 schools depending on the given day (see Fantz,
2016). While this was not the first time the teachers of Detroit engaged in meaningful protests
and strikes regarding working and learning conditions for themselves and their students, these
sick-outs, in line with the punk ethos, began as a grassroots DIY effort in that when they first
began they were unsanctioned by the union and completely organized and implemented by
teachers themselves.
The largest sick-out happened the day President Obama was visiting Detroit to speak at
Cobo Hall about the state of the economy and auto industry. I remember arriving early and
grabbing a coffee across the street, the shop filled with teachers and signs ready to hit the streets
and sidewalks. It was snowing that day, but we were kept warm by the energy of resistance. One
teacher was passing out cut-outs of the faces of Darnell Early, then emergency manager of DPS,
and Rick Snyder, then governor of the state of Michigan, their eyes crossed out and devil horns
drawn atop their heads. Not only were we protesting poor working conditions, but we were
protesting the presence of yet another emergency manager, a non-elected individual acting with
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complete authority and impunity over the district, its workers, and its students—the teachers of
DPS were facing another pay-cut, another increase in healthcare contributions (the same as a
pay-cut), and another increase in the amount of students per classroom. Enough was enough. It
was time to stand up; it was time to revolt; it was time to protest; it was time to resist.
The governor and some media outlets criticized us for hindering the educations of our
students, for being selfish in our actions. But we know the truth. We know that protest, that
engaging in such civic action, was the one true way to let our voices be heard. And it was not just
poor building conditions we were protesting. We were sick of the pay-cuts, pay-cuts that
seemingly came every single year; we were sick of the increasing health-care contributions and
the continuous loss of benefits, that which might as well have been a pay-cut in itself; we were
sick of the disrespect and the lack of transparency and the fact that emergency managers, at a
whim, could effectively control our fates and our livelihoods and the livelihoods of our students.
We were not protesting just for a higher paycheck, despite what the bureaucrats and politicians
thought. Yes, we were losing instructional time; yes, students who depend on schools for their
meals, for a roof over their heads, for a safe escape from the dangers of poverty, were missing
out on such relief. But our protest in every way shape and form was for them, not just for us.
To adopt a punk pedagogy is to be willing to put one’s self on the front-line, to be willing
to risk one’s personal livelihood, one’s comfortability and safety, for the sake of a better and just
society and world. By deciding to engage in these sick-outs, by breaking contract, by risking a
loss of wages and potentially one’s job, we were bringing to life the first and second pillars of
punk pedagogy by actively resisting the historically subjugating decisions that have fucked over
Detroit Public Schools. While everyone there may not have been aware of what they were doing,
they were all working towards the flattening of social value hierarchies while simultaneously
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rejecting their social privileges as well. They accomplished this by kicking out the legs of those
above them: in this case, the emergency manager, the school board, the superintendent, and all
administrators alike.
These protests were anti-capitalist and anti-neoliberal in nature in that we were rejecting
the capitalistic discourse that controls the day-by-day happenings of the schooling process, our
professional lives, and the social and educational lives of our students. We were bringing to the
forefront that our students, those comprised primarily of minority races, cultures, and economic
standings, were just a worthy as those individuals who had the money to pay for better
educations. We enacted Pillar Three by refusing to conform to the notion that we as the
“laborers” of the public-school system were meant to trod along silently and simply adhere to
whatever the “bosses” told us to do. Emotion was on our lips and in our hearts that day and all
such days as “Recall Rick!” spewed from our mouths—Pillar Four. We were protesting against
the violence being incurred upon our students by being forced to attend school in such
dilapidated conditions, against the racism and prejudice that go into the political process of
separating the students of Detroit from the white neighborhoods around them—Pillar Five. We
did not wish to be above anyone, we did not wish for our students to be above anyone, we
wanted balance—Pillar Six; we wanted the equity necessary in order to hopefully reach a state of
equality to our fellow school districts. We were living out punk pedagogy in full practice,
adhering to all six pillars in order to bring about a positive change throughout not just our school
district, but throughout the entirety of society as well.
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CHAPTER 6: Punk and Radical Pedagogies: Fleshing Out the Details
It’s just another hollow dream/That we’ve been told to believe,
Trickle down economy/We all become commodities,
It’s all for sale/And it’s never enough.
—Fake Names, “All For Sale”
Now that the pillars of punk pedagogy have been defined and examples of punk
pedagogy in action described, it is most prudent to juxtapose punk to other radical pedagogies.
These pedagogies include critical hip-hop pedagogy (e.g., Akom, 2009), pedagogy of the
oppressed (Freire, 2018), pedagogy as resistance education (Giroux, 1983), and EcoJustice
education (Martusewicz et al., 2015). The purpose of this juxtaposition is to flesh out and
extrapolate upon the inner-workings of punk as a philosophy of educational pedagogy, as well as
make an argument for its value, not in competition with related approaches, but as a valuable
complement to them. By analyzing the primary similarities, as well as various differences,
between punk and these radical pedagogies, it is clear that punk at its core holds within its tenets
the ability to provide a unique blend of attributes from each of these previously established
pedagogies along with its own distinctive contributions that make it most appropriate to address
the educational and social discrepancies and injustices created and fostered by a society defined
by a logic of domination. The details explicated upon in the following sections will reinforce the
six pillars of punk, supporting the thematic coding and analysis of punk rock lyrics and
synthesizing these six codes with pedagogical literature to underscore punk’s ability to not only
serve as an active subculture through which resistance is demonstrated against societal flaws and
challenges against the status quo, but also how punk is in fact most poignantly suited to act as a
revolutionary educational pedagogy, especially to those urban schools most directly affected by
hierarchical discourses of value and power.
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From Rock to Rap: Punk and Critical Hip-Hop Pedagogy
No one knows my struggle, they only see the trouble,
Not knowin’ it’s hard to carry on when no one loves you,
Picture me inside the misery of poverty,
No man alive has ever witnessed struggles I survived,
Prayin’ hard for better days, promise to hold on,
Me and my dawgs ain’t have a choice but to roll on.
—Tupac Shakur, “Thugz Mansion”
My first exposure to critical hip-hop pedagogy (CHHP) was during my student teaching.
I completed the first semester of my internship at a middle school in Grand Rapids Public
Schools, an urban district serving primarily Black and Latinx students. Looking back at
photographs, my classes were typical to the demographics of the district: All of my students were
Black or Latinx with an average of less than one white student per class. The first unit I had
complete autonomy over as the teacher, the first unit where my supervising teacher was allowing
me to create every aspect of every lesson from their in-class activities to what texts we would be
reading to their assessments, was the poetry unit. I could not have been more ecstatic, for poetry
is my favorite literary genre, the word “poetry” tattooed across my left forearm as a testament.
The first question I asked myself—How can I get the students engaged in the content of
the unit? In my mind, engagement was the first priority if my first ever unit was to be successful.
I wracked my brain for ideas, searching YouTube and the internet for ways to capture my
students’ attentions in a way that would not only segue into the topic of poetry, but for something
that would also leave a lasting impression upon them and hopefully instill at least some level of
appreciation for the genre. Then it hit me. Music! Of course! Not only are lyrics and poetry
intrinsically connected, and not only do nearly all teenagers love music, but I was known to my
students as the “rock-and-roll teacher” because of my piercings, the compass tattoo on my hand,
and my bleached mohawk, so it only seemed natural that this was my key in. (Now I will add the
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disclaimer here that at this point in my life I had never seen the movie “Dangerous Minds” so I
in no way was tempted to use Bob Dylan to magically get my students to engage in class.) Once
I became honed in on the idea of music, the next question I asked myself was how do I use music
effectively to most aptly connect to the themes and elements of poetry.
My first instinct was to bombard my students with all of the music I loved, from oldschool punk artists to contemporary street bands. I was so focused on the idea that music would
engage my students, I forgot to consider how to be culturally responsive to my students’ lives,
cultures, and experiences. Luckily, when running the ideas I had for this unit past my supervising
teacher, she pointed out that although she thought the ideas I was coming up with would be
effective as overall lessons, that I should ask my students what types of music they liked and
were interested in. I quickly whipped up a survey and the next day distributed it to the class.
While the responses yielded a wide array of artists and genres, the majority of artists and groups
represented were rappers and hip-hop artists. While I recognized some of the more well-known
and popular names, I was admittedly out of my league. My parents never let me listen to rap just
as they never let me listen to punk (but I sure fooled them!), and although classmates at school
listened to the genre, most of my friends were into other forms of alternative rock or pop-rock. It
was time for me to explore; it was time to learn.
With survey results in hand, I immediately went back to the internet to see what I could
find. YouTube was not as big of a platform for local artists and musicians as it is now, but I was
able to find a plethora of recordings from the big names. I was drawn to Tupac Shakur not only
because his name appeared multiple times on my students’ surveys, but because it was during
this time I discovered he also had a book of poetry published along with this deep catalog of
music. I felt I had hit the jackpot: an artist chosen by my students who also wrote poetry, what
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more could I ask for? My roommate knew how to rip music from YouTube and turn it into a CD,
so I immediately set him to work creating a mix of Tupac as well as various other artists my
students indicated they loved. I spent hours sitting with my headphones on, lying in my bed in
the apartment I shared some of my classmates, absorbing all that I could—the heartbreak, the
hope, the anger, the love, everything that represents the genre of rap and hip-hop. It was at this
point in my life that I began to notice the similarities between what I was learning as critical hiphop pedagogy to the ethos of the punk community in which I was already fully immersed.
Punk pedagogy holds multiple points of comparison to critical hip-hop pedagogy, which
is another critical pedagogy grounded in the artistic and symbolic expressions of a social
subculture. As a baseline, both pedagogies are similar in that they both utilize the symbolic and
artistic expressions of its own music genre. Within the ethos of each pedagogies’ respective
genre, there exists a variety of similarities when brought into the pedagogical world of education.
Just like punk, hip-hop is a subculture that “emerged as a form of sociocultural expression by
which young people…voice their discontent, anger, and struggles, make sense of their social
realities, and exercise resistance” (Gosine & Tabi, 2016). This connects directly to the fifth pillar
of punk pedagogy in that both pedagogies incorporate a sense of emotional guidance to direct the
voices of their respective subcultures. According to Aldridge and Stewart (2005), hip-hop
reproduces and evokes images, events, people, and symbols in order to juxtapose social and
cultural symbols from various periods of time and contexts, just as punk acts as a reflective
subculture utilizing symbols, specifically those of fear, in order to critique inequalities within
mainstream society (Levine & Strumpf, 1983). Hip-hop’s use of symbolism is also similar to
punk in that, just like punk’s social justice ethos of attacking both historical and contemporary
injustices while simultaneously promoting positive changes throughout the world (O’Hara,
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1999), hip-hop is also grounded in a history of sociopolitical consciousness that renders the
genre as a tool for illuminating problems like poverty, police brutality, patriarchy, incarceration,
racial discrimination, as well as toward positive applications and outcomes like love, hope, and
joy (Akom, 2009). These similarities highlight both punk and hip hop’s commitments to active
resistance and the flattening of value hierarchies—the first pillar of punk pedagogy—as well as
an ethos grounded in anti-domination—punk pedagogy’s second pillar.
This was all foreign to me. I never knew hip-hop to be such a social-justice-oriented
genre. But the more I listened, the more I learned just how alike punk and hip-hop are. I
imagined the same draws I felt towards punk, the ability to express the anger I felt and the social
realities I experienced, were the same feelings my students felt towards hip-hop. It was more
than music; it was a way to actively resist the discourses placed upon them as poor Black and
Latinx students in America. My heart raced as idea after idea for lessons flew through my head. I
knew the overarching assignment was going to be a poetry portfolio—the possibilities of what
my students could create, the ways in which I could now see them actively participating in their
educations, it all seemed endless.
Akom (2009) asserts that a core tenet of hip-hop pedagogy is that it involves active and
participatory processes that require cooperative and joint learning among both students and
teachers. Both punk and hip-hop pedagogies thus require a balance between respecting the
identities of participants as individuals while equally making decisions and solving problems to
support the needs of the overall community (Akom, 2009; Torrez, 2012). Because decisions are
made in such a balanced and meaningful manner, illustrating the sixth pillar of punk pedagogy,
both punk and hip-hop pedagogies propose a reimagined relationship between students and
teachers. Just as punk pedagogy calls for a commitment to non-hierarchical relationships where
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educators do not hold power and authority over students (Heckert et al., 2012), so too does hiphop challenge such tiered paradigms. In order to offer such a challenge, Greenfield (2007) argues
that a critical pedagogy grounded in hip-hop allows teachers to “investigate their own distinct
classroom ‘codes’ and the power dimensions explicit and implicit in their instructional approach”
(p. 231). This learning experience, for me, was one of the first times I truly had to be reflected of
the discourses that influenced my interactions with my students. I, for the first time, had to
reflect on how my upbringing as an individual from a different sociocultural and economic
background influenced my learning experiences as a student as well as my life as a citizen of the
Unite States, paying particular note to how these experiences would not necessarily translate to
the context of my students’ lives. The lyrics of the hip-hop songs I was consuming painted for
me a starkly different reality than that which I was accustomed. Knowing that these were the
messages and stories to which my students related taught me about how they lived and
experienced their lives on a daily basis. While I truly needed to engage in all six pillars of what I
define as punk pedagogy, I truly needed to pay respect to the first in that I needed to learn how to
not only recognize my position within society’s domination hierarchies, but how I could step
down from my position of privilege in order to work towards the elevation and celebration of my
students. I was becoming a student of not only hip-hop, but of my students’ lives.
Essentially, punk and hip-hop both recognize that students, not just teachers, are experts
in their own ways, certainly regarding their own lives and cultures, so teachers must therefore be
comfortable letting students lead the way, acting as support systems for students’ educational
processes, and creating environments where students can build their own knowledge (Dando,
2017). For the teacher-student hierarchy that exists in the majority of educational settings to be
flattened, for this discourse to be overturned, teachers must also be able to acknowledge that the
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ways they perceive and interact with students has a dramatic impact on achievement (Emdin,
2016). This feature of both punk and hip-hop pedagogies is necessary in order for conventional
educational relationships to be reconstructed. If it were not for my supervising teacher, I would
have made a grave misstep in presenting students with music that was only a reflection of my
own culture; although there are innumerable thematic elements that connect the content of punk
rock lyrics to hip-hop, the action of ignoring the voices of my students would have outweighed
any benefit these punk songs may have been able to present without a juxtaposition to content
that is more so reflective of my students’ cultures.
Just as Kahn-Egan (1998) asserts that a punk discourse is one of criticism that develops
into the interrogation and deconstruction of culture and cultural symbols while concurrently
providing alternatives to sociocultural dilemmas, hip-hop pedagogy also asks individuals to think
critically, reflect, analyze, and take direct-action. Through such skills, hip-hop pedagogy serves
as a process of empowerment through which all participants can increase control of their own
lives (Akom, 2009), exactly as Santos and Guerra (2018) identify the core values of punk as
providing students with skills, perspectives, and strategies that enable them to assume control
over their own lives from both covert and overt systematic structures and ideologies. Such
structures and ideologies include the neoliberal principles destroying urban education in the
United States, the setting where hip-hop pedagogy is most prominently utilized and punk
pedagogy could be most readily implemented. This illustrates why a primary focus of the pillars
of punk pedagogy is not only anti-domination, but anti-conformity to these detrimental
systematic structures as well.
Although some may consider the seventh-graders I was teaching to be too young to
engage in a breakdown of value hierarchies, ideologies, and discourses through the use of poetry,
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the work they completed as a part of this unit proved otherwise. I witnessed firsthand how the
power of CHHP in tandem with the punk ethos I brought with me as a young educator was able
to empower and augment the voices of those students, many of whom to this point had had no
platform through which they could be heard. Though they were young, they brought forth stories
of pain and tribulation, stories of the racism, classism, and sexism that defined their stilldeveloping lives. CHHP allowed them to become active participants and therefore, just as Akom
(2009) asserts, take back control over their lives that are largely defined by being placed upon
the lower tiers of our country’s value hierarchies due to their sociocultural standing. Eventually, I
was able to share with these classes some of my punk music, as hip-hop had opened the door for
us thematically to discuss issues such as the capitalistic and racist ideologies that define the
world in which they all lived, through classroom discussions, essay writing, and research
presentations. Students were able to identify the flaws in logic that are rooted in domination
hierarchies, how much of the poverty and racism they experienced on a daily basis were
controllable facets that were kept in existence as a means of exploitation and control. As
someone who did not grow up in poverty, I became a student of my students as they taught me
more about logics of domination than I had ever known. The intersection of hip-hop and punk
fostered in me as an educator a further will to dismantle those discourses that kept the beautiful
voices of these students silent. Experiences such as these are why I identity a core pillar of punk
pedagogy to be anti-violence—the words of my students, their voices, their truths, demonstrated
to me a level of pain and persecution, a level of psychological and sometimes physical brutality
that no one should ever experience. No more, I promised myself. No more.
Aside from the obvious difference that hip-hop pedagogy and punk pedagogy originate
from different musical subcultures, there also exist various prevalent theoretical distinctions
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between these two critical pedagogies. To begin, hip-hop pedagogy is specifically rooted in the
context of African American and Latinx student lives. Though hip-hop pedagogy is grounded in
principles of service, self-awareness, and sociopolitical resistance just like punk pedagogy, it is
specifically geared in part to “demystify, humanize, and elevate the experiences and cultural
expressions of Black men” and other individuals of color throughout the world (Bridges, 2011, p.
335). Likewise, Akom (2009) argues that hip-hop is a liberating practice originating from the
long history of African American’s struggles for freedom, as well as the pursuit of selfdetermination for oppressed communities around the world. Unlike punk, hip-hop pedagogy is
based on this cultural capital—the knowledge, skills, and dispositions passed between
generations—exclusively gathered from the histories of the marginalized cultures of African
Americans and Latinx individuals as expressed through the hip-hop movement in the United
States (Rodríguez, 2009). Hip-hop is therefore a critical form of community cultural wealth
within racialized and economically disenfranchised youth cultures (Gosine and Tabi, 2016) that
allows students from such groups to engage their teachers in the students’ own cultural territory
(Dando, 2017). This is because, for these students, hip-hop represents the dominant language of
their specific youth culture (De Leon, 2004 as cited in Akom, 2009).
While punk as a subculture is rooted in the sociocultural conditions of a particular group
(i.e., the rebellion of the disenfranchised work-class), punk as a pedagogy, on the other hand, is
not grounded in the specific history or contextual conditions of a particular group of individuals
and their culture. Punk pedagogy presents educators with an organization of ideologies that
allows them to attack systematic injustices within education no matter who is affected and
marginalized, be it racial minorities, LGBTQ+ students, students affected by gender
discrimination, classist prejudice, and so on. Because it is a pedagogy that is dynamic and
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responsive (Smith et al., 2017), punk allows for a level of flexibility in which educators can
shape their instruction and interactions with students to the specific needs of the communities
they serve, regardless of what community that may be. This meets the definitions of both the first
and sixth pillar of punk pedagogy in that it works towards flattening hierarchies in an attempt at
achieving sociocultural balance. Again, this is not to be confused with the historical origins of
the punk community, which, as state earlier, was a predominately white working-class
movement. Admittedly, when I attend a punk show, even today with punk’s more inclusive
nature, the majority of those in attendance are white. However, the actual formation of punk
pedagogy does not exist solely within the realm of the cultural capital of white individuals and
cultures. My formulation of punk pedagogy is meant to be dynamically responsive to all cultures
and groups with a focus on anti-mainstreamed capitalistic actions and beliefs, including those
detrimental discourses perpetuated by contemporary neoliberal frameworks.
Another difference rests in the existence of three prominent gray areas within hip-hop
pedagogy. As previously discussed, because of the anarchist underpinnings of punk pedagogy,
this philosophy is expressly anti-domination, which includes being anti-neoliberal and anticapitalist, as the punk movement started in part due to a response against the capitalist structure
and its ensuing cultural effects (Moyer, 2007). Hip-hop’s positioning, however, when it comes to
such discourses is not as clear, and it is because of the second and third gray areas within CCHP
that this lack of clarity is reinforced: these two areas include hip-hop’s depictions of sexism and
homophobia, for although there are forms of anti-consumer hip-hop available that do not
represent such domineering discourses, the majority of popular hip-hop has become
mainstreamed culture.
Although it has been argued that hip-hop pedagogy offers the potential for students to
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unlearn various forms of stereotypical knowledge, including concepts of race, class, gender,
sexual orientation, and other axes of social difference (Smith-Maddox & Solórzano, 2002 as
cited in Akom, 2007), opportunities to re-imagine such societal problems and create new
strategies to solve them (Akom, 2007), and the prospect of disrupting domination in education by
“challenging middle-class schooling climates that propagate the myth of a color-blind
meritocracy” in order to “build more egalitarian schooling cultures that are more inclusive of
racially and class divided student bodies” (Gosine & Tabi, 2016, p. 457)—all of which are
similarities to punk pedagogy—hip-hop’s applications of homophobia and sexism, which some
of the most mainstream and popular artists depict, seemingly negate all such logic and discourse.
Rose (2014) illustrates how the mainstream music market as well as a capitalist economy have
both put a value upon women’s bodies, especially women of color, which has transformed them
into items of marketing capital, and it is because of the market’s value upon the sexualization of
women that hip-hop capitalizes upon them (as cited in Karvelis, 2018). Likewise, Rose (2008)
identifies how homophobia, although not necessarily brought into mainstream American culture
by African Americans and rap music, has been utilized in hip-hop as a tool in defining the male
masculine role that Black males have been denied in the patriarchal society of the United States,
rendering itself as a marketing tool just like the exploitation and sexualization of women. She
identifies how in 2005 the prominent hip-hop artist Kanye West behaved in homophobic ways in
order to bolster his masculinity among his peers, which inevitably played a cultural role in the
symbolic representation he presented toward his customer-base from whom he hoped to profit.
These specific tenets of hip-hop, the market-driven sexualization of women and
homophobic attacks against the LGBTQ+ community, result in the objectification,
commodification, exploitation, and denigration of gender and sexual orientation, not only
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reinforcing a process of historical and neoliberal-based prejudicial injustice, but also the
buttressing of androcentrism, the hierarchical belief that women are inferior and exploitable as
compared to men, as well as heteronormativity, the belief that heterosexual relationships are
dominant to others (Martusewicz et al., 2015), all of which are adverse to punk ethos and
pedagogy. All six pillars, especially those of active resistance to hierarchies, as well as the pillar
of anti-violence are effectively negated when hip-hop artists decide to partake in these
discourses. While true that punk, as with most cultural movements, has had its own unsavory
moments with regard to instances of sexism and homophobia, the true punk ethos distances itself
from such actions and does not claim them to in fact be “punk,” instead considering these beliefs
to be more in line with the domineering tendencies against which punk rails.
Finally, while hip-hop pedagogy in ways serves as a “bottom-up” attack upon sociocultural injustices within education’s contemporary domination hierarchies by giving voice,
autonomy, and capital to those marginalized along the bottom rungs of these power structures,
the pillars of punk pedagogy offer the ability to act as hip-hop’s foil—a “top-down” pedagogy
from whence social justice educators can mount their attack. Because only 7% of teachers across
the United States identify as Black and 9% as Hispanic while the vast majority, 80%, identify as
White (NCES, 2019), punk pedagogy provides a mirror through which these educators can
carefully analyze their own cultural capital and therefore their higher-positioning along
sociocultural value hierarchies. Ferguson (2000) and Lewis (2003) argue that when white
educators fail to do this, when they fail to recognize the nature of their racialized identity, they
are essentially ignoring the potential for race-based barriers between themselves and their
students, thereby contributing to the reproduction of racial inequality in schools (as cited in
Howard, 2006). In other words, if non-white students do not believe that their white teachers are
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being “authentic” in that they can trust their teachers are being real and honest with them
(Howard, 2006), then not only will learning be hindered, but a strengthening of the historic
marginalization and prejudice these students experience will continue. As indicated throughout
this entire dissertation thus far, and as so illustrated by the first pillar I define as integral to
actualizing a comprehensive punk pedagogy—active resistance and the flattening of value
hierarchies—punk has allowed me as an educator to understand my own positionality in a world
that upholds logics of domination. I have been able to achieve a sense of balance (Pillar Six) by
recognizing the privileges I have been given and those that my students have not, therefore
allowing me to shape my teaching practices to fit the needs of them as both individuals as well as
a learning and cultural community.
Effectually, this recognition is a call for a well-defined “resistant” white identity. As
Howard (2006) indicates, a complaint often heard by white individuals is that they do not have a
culture to which they belong and can celebrate as is often typified by the presentation of minority
groups and cultures. The application of punk pedagogy, however, affords white individuals a
sense of grounding in which they can celebrate their white identity in a way that does not serve
to uphold the societal privileges they are given. Because punk started primarily as a workingclass movement among white individuals, those that adopt punk as a pedagogy, if white, can do
so in good conscience in that they immediately are adopting a stance of anti-domination that
refuses the racism and classism implicit within. To adopt a resistant white identity through punk
pedagogy does not mean that individuals must alter their physical appearance, as I have done,
through body modifications and the way they dress and present themselves. Instead, such a
resistant identity is grounded in one’s mental ethos as well as the behaviors one exhibits as a
result. Herein lies another reason as to why punk pedagogy is not only meant for white
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educators, but for any race and culture of individual, for the same effects and outcomes that
come from the top-down direction when adopted by a white educator can also come from the
bottom-up from non-white teachers as well.
Howard (2006) states: “the most stable societies…are those in which negative reference
groups accept the legitimacy of the hierarchical structure, thus internalizing their oppression by
rationalizing to themselves their place in the scheme of things” (p. 36). Punk pedagogy rejects
such rationalizing by forcing educators, both white and non-white alike, to not only admit that
they are a part of a hierarchical structure, but to recognize, learn, and actively behave in ways
that delegitimizes the existence of such oppressive structures, both internally and externally. This
all can be achieved when making decisions what to teach, how to teach, where to teach, and why
one makes such decisions in the first place. A resistant white identity is therefore not one that
gives up the culture of being white (I, for instance, get great joy from celebrating my Polish
heritage especially during the holidays when I get to spend time with my family and friends), but
instead gives up any and all socially construed privileges and advantages. As such, a resistant
white identity is one in which white individuals can be proud of their cultural practices but still
engage in anti-conformity to the effect of achieve liberation and justice for all, regardless of skin
color and cultural background.
White teachers of minority students therefore require “an approach to teaching and
learning that functions to bridge the differences in experience within the classroom while
allowing the teacher and student to co-construct a learning space that meets their unique needs”
(Emdin, 2016, p. 29). Punk pedagogy can be this bridge for those 80% of teachers—if utilized
properly, it offers the potential to act as a supplement of hip-hop pedagogy, while also
connecting to the lives and cultures of the students from where hip-hop originates. Even if this
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particular demographic of teacher may not be familiar with punk, it potentially offers a level of
discourse and cultural symbolism to which they may find more authentically applicable and
relatable connections. The pillars of punk provide teachers, including pre-service teachers and
teacher educators, a reflective tool to navigate these tensions that may exist between their own
forms of cultural capital and the cultural capital of their students. Torrez (2012) asserts that punk
pedagogy requires individuals to reject privileged societal positions they may have in order to
work in solidarity with the marginalized. In this light, punk pedagogy offers not only a bridge,
but a lens, an ethos, and a set of ideals for anyone, regardless of race, gender, or orientation,
involved in the world of education to adopt in order to best address the needs of those students
along the fringes of society.
Punk Pedagogy of the Oppressed
They stack the bodies a thousand high,
A cardinal monument to touch the sky,
They crown the peaks, so far estranged,
But down in the dirt, nothing has changed.
—Refused, “Elektra”
I do not think I actually started to comprehend what the concept of oppression was,
especially regarding how oppression exists within contemporary society, until I was twenty-oneyears-old. Sure, I learned about various forms of oppression when I was in school, about slavery
and the Civil Rights Movement and the Holocaust, I listened to punk bands scream about social
inequalities, and I even mentored children in lower-socioeconomic neighborhoods when I was in
high school, but, even with this firsthand experience, it still all seemed rather removed from my
own life. It was not even completing my student teaching in Grand Rapids, an urban district
blighted with poverty, that opened my eyes to the true horrors of oppression that continue to
exist around every corner of societies across the globe.
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What woke my consciousness to what the concept of oppression truly represented was
my experience living and teaching Kibera, Kenya, Africa’s largest urban slum and one of the
largest urban slums in the world. Kibera is located along the south side of Nairobi, Kenya’s
capital city, a city bustling with tourists and businesses and hotels and high-rises. Life in Kibera
is illustrated through a landscape of hellish poverty. Piles of rotten garbage decades old tower
above the shanties the residents of Kibera inhabit, shit runs openly through the streets as there is
no sewage or water system, families of ten or more crowd into shanties no bigger than an office
cubicle, most of the slum is without electricity, and food is scarce as is healthcare and clean
water. Homeless people sleep in the gutters with dogs and chickens. It is a land unknown to most
of the world, an undiscovered territory left to rot under the weight of globalized capitalism.
During my time in Kibera, I taught at a primary school located in the heart of the slum. I
lived with a Kenyan family and other volunteer workers about a block or two just outside
Kibera’s boundaries. Each day I would walk the streets of the slum as I made my way to the
school where I spent the majority of my time and I learned the sights, sounds, and smells of
oppression. Oppression is the wailing of an empty belly, a child sent to beg on the streets instead
of attending school because they have a better chance of getting a few shillings than their
parents; it is the sight of a child standing on the street-corner chewing on a rusty sawblade with
blood pouring from their mouth; it is the smell of shit, plain and simple, a smell those more
fortunate are allowed to flush away and escape, but when at the bottom of globalization’s
hierarchy it is the smell that defines your life, the smell that clings to your clothing, to your skin,
to the hairs up your nose making escape all but possible.
Here is where I cut my teeth as an educator. If I was to ever learn how to apply the DIY
ethos of the punk community to my career as a teacher, it was in Kibera. Curricular materials
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were the very definition of nonexistent, say for a chalkboard and a few nubs of blue chalk. To
learn about the cardiovascular system, we ran around the school building and then started into
each other’s eyes to watch our capillaries expand and contract with our increased heartbeats. To
learn adjectives, we walked through the slum created descriptive narratives about all that we saw,
taking turns being the narrator as the rest of us listened. Teaching and living among who I
believe are some of the most beautiful people in the world, I became a student in the utmost
sense of the term. I learned the violence of oppression, I tasted its stench, I touched its slimy
core, and I cried more times than I can count as I was welcomed as family into a world by those
who have little to nothing to their name. I was a punk in a foreign land; I was an individual who
grew up with every opportunity and every resource at my disposal. All I knew up until this point
about oppression was what I had read from books or viewed on television. In Kibera, I was
taught the true meaning of injustice, the true effects capitalism has upon the poor of the world,
and to this day, what I learned from these people, what I learned from this pedagogy of the
oppressed, will forever be part of what I as an educator and as a human being will incorporate
into my teaching and into my daily life for as long as I live.
As a theoretical framework, punk pedagogy is meant specifically to address the injustices
within urban school systems as so created by being situated within historic discourses of
domination. The students who are meant to benefit from this framework, be they in Detroit or in
Kibera, can be considered to be of an oppressed population due to their positioning among the
bottom tiers of society’s value hierarchies, hierarchies in which non-white poor students are not
meant to proliferate and instead are meant to either remain stagnant or be removed from the
hierarchy completely. Because of this, there are numerous connections between punk pedagogy
and Paulo Freire’s pedagogy of the oppressed, a pedagogy centered around the theme of
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empowering the powerless. Bringing both of these pedagogies into conversation with each other
allows for specific details of the pillars of punk pedagogy to be illuminated and drawn out in
more detail, highlighting specific theoretical underpinnings of punk that permit it to act as a
pedagogy of freedom and liberation.
To begin, Freire (2018) asserts that the oppressed, those under the yoke of injustice,
exploitation, and violence at the hands of the oppressors, are dehumanized and treated as less
than human, treated as objects, and that in order to regain their humanity, the oppressed must not
switch places with the oppressors, in turn making the oppressed oppressors in their own right,
but should instead seek to restore humanity for both themselves and their oppressors
simultaneously. If the oppressed and the oppressors are to simply switch places, then domination
hierarchies remain intact as opposed to eliminated, which is antithetical to the philosophy of a
punk pedagogy. In punk pedagogy, the first pillar calls for a flattening of (i.e., an elimination of)
domination hierarchies through active resistance and the rejection of privilege—this pillar is not
about a teacher recognizing their privileges in the classroom and society and deciding to switch
places with their students; but rather, punk pedagogy entails, in the vein of anarchist theory, for
teachers and students to be on a leveled playing field where no one individual holds privilege or
dominates in any way over the other. This is why, as illustrated previously, I constantly give my
students opportunities to teach me so that I may learn from them just as much as I hope they can
learn from me. We are both creators of our learning communities, we are both teachers and
students serving each other, neither of us in isolation to the other.
Individuals become what Freire (2018) identifies as “teacher-students” and “studentsteachers” where each group simultaneously, not in isolation, teaches the other while also learning
from the other. The “active” part of the first pillar of punk is integral, for the oppressed and the
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oppressors do not gain any form of liberation by chance, but instead through their active practice
and quest for it, which entails their recognition of injustice (Freire, 2018), just as punk pedagogy
requires individuals, especially teachers, to actively recognize their privileges and powers they
hold over others in order to work toward an elimination of hierarchy. Upon my arrival in Kibera,
I fell into a trap of neoliberal discourse in that I thought I could solve all of the problems I saw
before me with money, by donating to whomever I could, by buying supplies, and that if those
around me who were suffering simply had enough “stuff” then they would be able to pull
themselves up by their own fruition and poof, the problem of poverty would be solved. Slowly I
began to learn that the true power came not from me providing things for those who were
oppressed by the state of poverty in which they lived, but instead working with them to build a
sustainable working community that provided mutual benefits to themselves and myself alike.
Freire (2018) also warns about the idea of prescription, meaning that individuals
prescribe their thoughts, actions, choices, and overall consciousness into the mindset of another,
which leads to conformity by the other group. The pillars of punk pedagogy actively work
against the concept of prescription. Once the first pillar is achieved and hierarchies begin to
flatten, educators and students alike are then better able to work towards the pillar of anticonformity. Punk pedagogy is not about educators prescribing their mindset and their beliefs to
students—for example, while I am a staunch anti-capitalist, my goal is not to simply impart
beliefs of anti-capitalism into the ethos of my students—but instead, educators and students are
to both not conform to the other, instead concentrating on actively working towards the
liberation and freedom of all peoples involved. The pillar of tension and balance must be heavily
taken into consideration in this matter because, in punk pedagogy, some beliefs are not
acceptable (i.e., any belief that is antithetical to the pillar of anti-violence); but again, the focus
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must be on the process in that one individual or group is not telling the other what to do, but
instead each group works together to achieve independence from their current context, be they
the oppressed or the oppressors.
Once I began to learn that my own ideas (i.e., my own prescribed thinking) were not the
solution to solving the impoverished state of those in Kibera, once I began to learn to work with
its citizens not just physically but mentally as well, that is where we as a community of practice
obtained the greatest fruits. I had brought with me my guitar to Kenya and oftentimes enjoyed
strumming some melodies during the students’ lunch period at school. It was magic to watch
them twirl and sing and dance; it was as if the world around them was extinct. One day, while
chatting with James, one of the employees of the school, the idea was brought up as to how
wonderful it would be if the school had a music program. From there, the program known as
Kibera Sings was born. I assisted by raising money as I kept a blog and asked friends and family
back home to contribute. James went about procuring the best prices for instruments at local
stores throughout the city, getting discounts from some since they were for a school in Kibera.
We were able to purchase drums and various hand-percussion instruments, guitars, flutes, and
even a keyboard (the school being lucky enough to have a small power source). I taught guitar
classes after school, a local musician came to teach piano and intro to music. Adults and children
alike took part. Before leaving Kenya, we raised enough money to place the program at two
more schools and an orphanage. None of this would have been possible if it had not been for the
communal efforts of those involved. Kibera Sings still exists to this day not because of me,
because of my prescribed notions of how it should run, but because the community of people
whom the program serves keep it running, knowing how best to serve the needs of their people.
Through collaboration and music, a sense of emancipation was realized as those who can be
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considered the oppressors and those who can be considered the oppressed came together to in the
name of mutual beneficence.
In order for any sort of liberation to be achieved, be it in the classroom, politically,
culturally, or socially, both punk pedagogy and Freire’s pedagogy of the oppressed call for a
recognition of the causes of oppression. For punk pedagogy, this tenet holds particular
importance to educators, and it is here where we also see a slight variation from Freire’s theory.
Freire (2018) states that the oppressor is unable to lead the struggle towards humanizing the
dehumanized because the oppressors themselves are dehumanized. Educators, depending upon
their background and demographics, may or may not be a part of the oppressors or they may be a
member of the oppressed. Regardless, educators hold a level a privilege above their students
because of the status they were able to achieve due to their level of education (regardless of the
fact that teachers as a whole are not treated as a privileged profession compared to most).
Nevertheless, what holds the most importance is that punk pedagogues strive to recognize their
own positionality in respect to their students, that way, they can both work together in order to
achieve true liberation. As I complete my doctoral degree, I am sometimes showered with
admiration from my colleagues, including my administrator, seemingly putting me on an
educational pedestal. It can be real easy, because of my educational privilege, to fall into the trap
of prescriptive thinking and acting; whether instructional coaching or teaching my students,
sometimes I forget to reflect on whether what I am doing is best for all or if I am simply making
decisions because “I know best.” By referring back to the pillars of punk pedagogy and to the
tenets of pedagogy of the oppressed puts my feet back on the ground and serves as a reminder
that if I am to actually disrupt the discourses of domination, I should not be thinking for myself
and instead be thinking with others.
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Just as the fifth pillar of punk pedagogy is anti-violence, both physical and symbolic, so
too does pedagogy of the oppressed work towards combating violence against oppressed peoples
throughout the world. Freire (2018) argues that any form of exploitation and oppression
constitutes violence because such actions interfere with an individual’s or group’s ability to
realize their full humanity. Those who are oppressed are not initiators of violence because they
themselves are the result of violence. Therefore, a pedagogy of the oppressed is one that is
forged with the oppressed, not for them, in order to rectify such situations of violence. As
discussed, students in urban school districts are such products of violence; the students of Detroit
and other such urban settings live in a world defined by racism and classism in which every
aspect of their lives is defined by their situational positioning along the bottom of the neoliberal
domination hierarchy that is antithetical to the oppressed being able to fully realize their own
humanity. Here, educators must take extra care and effort to work towards flattening any existent
value hierarchy within their classrooms so that they can combat the forms of symbolic violence
students in urban settings daily face. Working together, students with their teachers learn to
engage with each other and themselves in nonviolent ways. This is a variance compared to
Freire’s theory in that he recognizes that rebellions of the oppressed often result in situations just
as violent as the oppressive situations created by the oppressors. With punk pedagogy, peace is
paramount to the outcomes of rebellion, actively working towards achieving nonviolence and
harmony. While the overall goals are the same as Freire’s pedagogy, the actions teacher-students
and students-teachers take both in and outside of the classroom are those of nonviolence, still
with the goal of eliminating any such physically and/or symbolically violent situations and
variables that may exist. One of the most important actions an educator can take both in punk
pedagogy and pedagogy of the oppressed, in order to rectify such violence, is still to work
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towards the first pillar of punk pedagogy by flattening hierarchies, for, whether oppressor or
oppressed, by freeing one’s self of domination one is better able to achieve liberation and aid in
the freeing of their counterparts (Freire, 2018).
The second pillar of punk pedagogy—anti-domination, which includes anti-capitalism
and anti-neoliberalism—is sewn throughout Freire’s theory, although not explicitly stated. Freire
(2018) indicates that the oppressors essentially commodify the oppressed, that they develop
convictions of commodification in that they believe it is possible for them to transform
everything into objects defined by their purchasing power, the same objectification of life that
occurs through neoliberal discourse. Because a value is placed upon the oppressed in the minds
of the oppressors, the oppressors are able to justify their convictions of domination against the
oppressed by labeling them as lazy or incompetent in comparison to the dominating classes.
Punk pedagogy calls for an explicit rejection of such objectification and commodification of
human life. As educators, sometimes we unknowingly (and sometimes knowingly) place “value”
upon our students in various ways. We have our students who are our favorites and those
students who test our patience. I can name any number of students over the years who I
considered to be of “high-caliber” based on their intellect and their actions. Yet this in itself is a
way of commodifying my students and my relationships with them, because by considering some
students to be of high-caliber, I am automatically implying that there are students I believe to be
below them. This reinforces neoliberal discourse through the creation of a domination hierarchy
in which I commodify and rank my students. Instead, by rejecting neoliberalism, capitalism, and
all discourses of domination that act as the driving forces behind such objectifications, punk
pedagogues must rail against the violence that is unwillingly perpetuated upon the lives of
innocent children within urban systems, as well as their families, communities, and cultures.
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Pedagogy of the oppressed identifies oppressive modes of education as “banking” models
in which students are objectified as mere vessels, as depositories and filling stations meant to
conform to the ideologies of the oppressors (Freire, 2018). In such a model, education is
objectified as a “gift” that is bestowed upon the oppressed in a false act of generosity by those
who consider themselves knowledgeable simply because of their positioning along society’s
domination schemas. In order to rectify this situation, all pillars of punk pedagogy must be
implemented. In the words of Freire (2018), the application of these pillars within the realm of
education “must begin with the solution of the teacher-student contradiction, by reconciling the
poles of the contradiction so that both are simultaneously teachers and students” (p. 72). Again,
we are brought back to my explanation of the pillars of punk in that each pillar cannot be
separated from the other—no one is able to stand in isolation from the others. In other words, in
order to achieve balance, one must not conform to discourses and logics that objectify humanity
by actively resisting positions of privilege in order to flatten hierarchies. By giving into banking
models of education, teachers would merely hinder student creativity and the ability of the
oppressed to overcome their current situations. By following the pillars of punk pedagogy,
resistance to such objectification can result in liberation.
Tenets of anarchism as well as the tension and balance that make up various pillars of
punk pedagogy can also be seen shining through various details of pedagogy of the oppressed.
Just as with seminal anarchism, the main political underpinning of punk pedagogy, Freire (2018)
indicates that arguments based on authority, the authority of the oppressors passed down as
almost a birthright over those of the oppressed, are invalid when it comes to seeking liberation.
In punk pedagogy, authority too is not simply given. Not only is authority not given, authority, in
accordance to anarchism, in punk pedagogy is almost nonexistent. In order to fully flatten

TEACHING TO CONFRONT INTERSECTING DISCOURSES OF DOMINATION

169

hierarchies, teachers are not presumed to be an authority figure over their students simply
because they are the teacher. Just as democratic educators have done for years, I allow my
students to establish the rules and norms of the classroom, making adjustments as necessary as
the year goes on and if decided upon the learning community as a whole. Students choice is vital.
Students obtain autonomy and avoid a banking system of education by choosing what they learn,
how they learn it, and how they demonstrate their learning. Again, hierarchies in both punk and
pedagogy of the oppressed are not reversed, in this case putting students above teachers—in
order for domination to be fully eliminated and freedom to be fully achieved, all individuals must
achieve a state of balance, a state of homeostasis, where all individuals are recognized for their
unique attributes, characteristics, and contributions, while simultaneously adhering to what is
best for the community as a whole. By ensuring that such balance is achieved, by navigating this
line of tension, punk pedagogy allows for educators to move away from the “deposit-making”
forms of education Freire warns of, and instead affords an intentionally-oriented problem-solving
education where teachers and students can work together to achieve liberation and progress. And
it is with such collaboration that the presence and importance of emotion cannot be
overshadowed or overlooked.
Although anger is the predominant emotion acknowledged when one thinks of the punk
community, especially considering its focus on rebellion, active resistance, and anti-conformity
to mainstream norms, one emotion cannot be overlooked, and that emotion is one that most
would not often associate with the punk community, what with their aggressive personalities,
hard-hitting fashion choices of spikes and studs and ripped and tattered attire, and the screaming
and profanity often found in their music. That emotion is love. The pillar of emotional guidance
is often confusing to anyone unfamiliar with the punk community because the term “emotional”
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often connotes those types of emotions interpreted as “sensitive” such love and empathy that are
not associated with punk; yet as with all of the six pillars, the pillar of emotional guidance is
integral to forming a wholistic vision of punk pedagogy. Freire (2018) echoes this sentiment
throughout his pedagogy of the oppressed by indicating that the “courage to love” is an essential
element towards transforming the world into a sense of liberation for all of humankind (p. 176).
Education, therefore, should include sympathetic and empathetic activities, most notably, a
communication of the common experience of reality, which inevitably works toward a sense of
becoming where the oppressed and oppressors both achieve freedom (Freire 2018). The poetry
unit I had my seventh-graders complete during my student-teaching was my first experience
incorporating such activities of sympathy and empathy in the classroom. Through the power of
poetry, through the power of language, my students were able to share in a common discourse of
understanding as they stood before the class and read poems of heartbreak and joy, love and
despair. They were able to achieve freedom through the realization that they shared
commonalities as a community while simultaneously being able to express themselves as unique
individual voices. Such emotional guidance requires a sense of faith—faith in humanity, faith in
the emotions that are unique to humans as individuals, and faith that domination, prejudice, and
injustice can be overcame by a unification towards a common good. Chad demonstrated this
faith both in himself and his classmates when he taught them about metal music; the students of
Kibera demonstrate this faith daily as they continue to wake up and survive the oppressive state
of poverty into which they had no choice to be born.
Two of the most significant characteristics of domination that both punk pedagogy and
pedagogy of the oppressed strive to overcome are those of manipulation and cultural invasion.
Freire (2018) describes manipulation as when the dominant elites try to conform the oppressed
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(i.e., the masses of people below them) to their own objectives, and cultural invasion as when the
oppressors attempt to penetrate the culture of other groups, disrespecting the potentialities and
abilities of said groups, and imposing their own views of the world upon the oppressed, which
ultimately hinders the creativity and freedom of the oppressed. These two characteristics
intersect because often cultural invasion is achieved through the use of manipulation of the
oppressed by the oppressors.
One of the most prevalent examples of manipulation I see occurring in urban schools
such as DPSCD is the pipeline that is created funneling students to support both the militaryindustrial complex of the United States, as well as the pipeline directed towards filling factories
with a working-class labor force. This is not to say that working-class jobs are immaterial and
unimportant to society; the qualm I have is with the discourse that goes into channeling poor
Black and brown students in such directions. Too often have I heard teachers and administrators,
counselors and social workers, tell my students that these options are what is best for them,
effectively making my students’ choices for them through promises of high-starting pay and
great benefit plans. Too often do I see students manipulated by propaganda, by the glimmering
hopes of making a steady income, an enticing prospect when most of my students struggle daily
just to ensure they have enough money to eat. They are being manipulated into taking jobs that
essentially keep them shackled to lower tiers of society, reinforcing the caste-system created
between blue- and white-collar workers. Sometimes I find my mind wandering down such a
prescriptive road when I am faced with a student who is finding little academic success. I ask
myself: What is the best option for this student? But in doing so I am essentially silencing the
voices of said students by assuming I in fact know what is “best,” no better than if I was one of
the dozens of military recruiters that prey upon my students every single year.
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In the words of punk rock singer and guitarist Justin Sane (2002): “They punish anyone,
don’t you know/That shows any signs of understanding/More than the rhetoric…And just before
Tommy got shot down/He stopped to think and ask himself: ‘Are their armies also made up of
the poor?’” My students are manipulated into taking careers that risk their lives, that do not
provide them with the financial or educational successes promised, and instead enact upon them
a sense of domineering violence, violence in both its physical and symbolic forms. Both
manipulation and cultural invasion constitute forms of violence committed against the oppressed
by the oppressors, which can manifest in both outward physical forms as well as inner symbolic
forms. Since the majority of educators come from the dominant classes (understanding that the
majority of educators are women, which under historically developed logics of domination is not
a demographic at the top of Western society’s value hierarchy) in that they are White and from
middle to upper-class backgrounds, it is absolutely necessary for teachers to recognize their
positionality so that they can combat manipulation and cultural invasion as opposed to reinforce
it. Educators from the dominant classes must renounce the class and class-values to which they
belong in order to work with the oppressed, not for or to the oppressed; only then can true
solidarity between the oppressors and the oppressed be achieved.
Punk Pedagogy as Resistance Education
Faceless, mindless storm troopers/No heart, no soul, no care,
The fist of corporatocracy/They serve their master’s will,
Resist! Resist! Resist! Resist!/We won’t back down, we’ll never die!
Resist! Resist! Resist! Never die!
—Anti-Flag, “Resist”
As a budding punk, I guess you could say I was a resistant teenager. I defied my parents
by wearing the clothes I wanted, sporting a mohawk and piercings, and even though I was legally
an adult, I blew the roof off of the house with the anger I caused when I got my first tattoo. The
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principal hated me and I annoyed many of my teachers, questioning each and every move they
made and expected me to make, more than once resulting in punishment. Although I was acting
the part of the rebellious teenager, I never really thought of myself as resisting anything. I never
considered any broader social implications to my thoughts or actions—I was being very
individualistic in that I simply wanted to be myself and not be told what to do by others. But the
further I got immersed into the politics of punk rock, the more I started paying attention to the
messages behind the lyrics, the more everything in my life began to change and the more I began
to understand what true resistance meant and represented. My first true exposure to the concept
of resistance came in the fall of 2005, the beginning of my senior year of high school.
The war in Iraq was in full swing, George W. Bush was President, and I knew, because of
my involvement in the punk community, that injustice and atrocities were occurring by the hand
of the United States. My girlfriend’s aunt was a staunch political activist; she invited us and my
girlfriend’s dad to hop a greyhound with her and head down to Washington D.C. for what ended
up being the largest one-day protest against the war in Iraq with over half-a-million people
marching the streets of our nation’s capital. I remember the cool night air as we waited for the
bus, dozens of other activists armed with signs and megaphones and effigies buzzing with an
electric energy. We rode the night through, about nine hours, and I did not sleep a wink. My
girlfriend’s head rest on my shoulder as she dozed on and off, me hoping that her father would
not notice my hand on her leg under the blanket that covered us. Me, I had no idea what to
expect. All I knew was that I was about to experience something, something that ended up
changing my life forever.
This was my first time to Washington, D.C., I pressed my nose to the window as we
rolled in, the sun rising over the monuments and museums painting a picture before me of
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oranges and stone. The bus’s breaks screeched and sighed, shaking me from my daze, signaling
as if a starting gun that it was time to begin. I know I had a sign—I remember the red and green
paint used to draw out its message, but I cannot remember exactly what it said. Punks for Peace?
Love Not War? Whatever it was, I know it spoke out against the war and in favor of peace. I was
in full uniform: mohawk towering and neatly spiked, vest covered in spikes with a giant peace
sign spray painted on the back and a patch that read “Rise Above Racism”, and my combat boots
laced tightly and ready for a day of marching. The group I was with did not represent one
specific group of interests, they were not all a part of a specific organization or union; instead, it
was simply a group of likeminded individuals who were against war and for peace, love, and
unity. As I stood, shaking the needles from my feet and legs, I could not have been less prepared
for the sight that greeted me as I stepped from the bus into the light of the rising sun.
It was not a sea, it was an ocean. Hundreds of thousands of people swarming the streets
and the lawns of the capital. Stages were set up, drums were being played, chants and songs
echoing through the air, a forest of signs and banners waving in the breeze, and the march had
not even begun! We gathered with our group along the curb, waiting for movement from the
front of the march route to begin, anxiously chattering with each other as the adrenaline began to
pump. Then, the movement began. Over a million feet pounding the pavement, five-hundredthousand voices filling the air screaming for peace, screaming out against injustice, against
oppression, against the capitalist ideologies that create wars out of a lust for money and profits. I
was overcome with emotion; I cried and yelled and marched for hours on end. This was
resistance, resistance to the beliefs and ideals of neoliberalism, of injustice, of suppression, of
violence, and of hate. While this was the first protest I attended, it surely was not my last.
Instilled within me I found a new sense of purpose. Upon the trip home, my mind raced
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with how I could continue actively resisting those discourses of domination. I joined grassroots
organizations, I passed out fliers and stickers, leaving them in the bathrooms and on lockers
throughout the school. I wrote songs and poems and essays. It was also at this time in my life
when I started gathering a passion for teaching; I knew that I wanted to instill in others the same
feelings of rebellion that I felt as a young-adult, the same feelings I still carry with me today, a
hunger to stand up and fight back against oppression. I began to further pick apart that which I
was expected to learn in school, questioning its validity and purpose. The most valuable lesson
of my senior year I had learned that day: I learned that the power of coming together and united
as a community has a strength to make a difference. That we are of one earth and one people
regardless of skin color, culture, or creed. As I marched, I was one with those around me.
Nationalities from around the globe were represented. We were not white, or Black, or brown—
we were human. That day, I learned that no education would be complete, no education could be
truly democratic, without the concept of resistance fused to its very core, that through resistance,
unity and love have the power to overcome the hatred and violence that plagues our world.
Because punk pedagogy can be categorized within Freire’s framework of pedagogy of the
oppressed, it can therefore be classified as a type of radical resistance pedagogy, or, a pedagogy
for the opposition (Giroux, 1983). Just as the pillars of punk pedagogy hold many similarities to
and connections with pedagogy of the oppressed, so too do these pillars relate to and connect
with Henry Giroux’s theories of radical resistance pedagogy. Yet punk also adds specific value
to Giroux’s already established theory and pedagogy. The six pillars of punk pedagogy provide a
unique level of nuance to resistance pedagogy and pedagogy of the opposition that otherwise is
absent. Though Giroux adeptly illustrates the theoretical underpinnings as to why and how
resistance is necessary within the framework of contemporary education, punk expands upon
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these ideas by providing a platform not only for those individuals who experience oppression,
but punk also provides a unique voice to those educators who might typically find themselves in
the position of the oppressor, allowing them to navigate their privileges in the face of subjugating
educational and social constructs. While punk is rooted in active resistance and rebellion (Pillar
One), its nuances further elaborate upon and add value to Giroux’s theories by placing distinct
emphasis on anti-conformity and emotional guidance as ways to eliminate the various forms of
violence that may exist within education. Punk pedagogy also adds value to resistance pedagogy
in that while Giroux provides much of the theory that is intertwined with the anti-capitalist, antineoliberal, and anarchist notions of punk, punk pedagogy acts as the actual vehicle through
which such theories can be applied. As was accomplished in the previous section, I will now use
Giroux’s theories to extrapolate upon my definitions of the pillars of punk, including not only
theoretical comparisons, but functional applications in the realm of urban education as well.
According to Giroux (1983), once a critically radical pedagogy is established within
schools, a range of possibilities open up for students. He states:
It becomes possible for students who have been traditionally voiceless in schools to learn
the skills, knowledge, and modes of inquiry that will allow them to critically examine the
role society has played in their own self-formation. More specifically they will have the
tools to examine how this society has functioned to shape and thwart their aspirations and
goals, or prevented them from even imagining a life outside the one they presently lead.
Thus it is important that students come to grips with what a given society has made of
them, how it has incorporated them ideologically and materially into its rules and logic,
and what it is that they need to affirm and reject in their own histories in order to begin
the process of struggling for the conditions that will give them opportunities to lead a
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self-managed existence. (pp. 37-38)
This segment of Giroux’s work encompasses the broad goals of all six pillars of punk pedagogy.
By actively resisting society’s domination and value hierarchies, students, as well as teachers, are
able to adopt an anti-conformist ethos that allows for a discourse of deconstruction and
reconstruction in which individuals within a school system can dissect and analyze where society
has placed them along with how and why such positionalities were created in the first place. As
an instructional coach, one of the questions that yields me the most interesting answers is when I
ask both teachers and administrators why they chose their particular profession. Oftentimes they
are taken aback because they do not expect that question to be a part of an academic coaching
conversation. But I specifically ask this question because it forces these individuals, especially
those who have been in the field for an extended period of time, to deconstruct their own
positionality, which tends to either affirm or deny various educational and social ideals that align
with those historically embedded logics of domination.
Here the nuance of punk pedagogy adds value to resistance pedagogy for the combination
of attributes of the six pillars of punk pedagogy provides specific guidance for individuals in
positions of privilege to navigate relationships within the classroom, whether teacher-to-student
or teacher-to-teacher. When I ask such questions, I specifically am pulling upon punk’s fourth
pillar of emotional guidance in that I am attempting to tap into individual educator’s emotions in
order to trigger recognitions of privilege and purpose. Similarly, by “affirming and rejecting their
own histories” students are effectively engaging in the active resistance and anti-violence
required of punk pedagogy so that they can not only lead a “self-managed existence” within
society, but so that they can also come together as a community, both within and outside of the
classroom, working together to thwart society’s inequalities. As such, punk pedagogy is not
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simply a pedagogy of looking at the present or the future, but a pedagogy of looking at the past,
because only by looking toward the past can students and teachers analyze the intricacies rooted
in themselves as well as their communities.
In line with resistance pedagogy, punk as a pedagogy does everything in its power to
combat any such forms of a hidden curriculum that may (and inevitably do) exist within
education systems. According to Giroux (1983), hidden curricula include norms, values, and
beliefs that are unstated that become embedded in the learning processes of students through the
underlying rules that form the relationships and practices within schools; the practices of hidden
curricula within schools act not only as a tool of socialization, but more importantly as a tool of
social control in which students from different social classes receive different educations and
forms of schooling. Similar to the Freire’s theory, Giroux (1983) also contends that in order to
combat hidden curricula, pedagogy must be linked to notions of liberation, grounded in values of
social justice and personal dignity. By placing emphasis on flattening hierarchies, anticonformity, and anti-violence, punk pedagogy adds value to Giroux’s theories of hidden
curriculum by serving as a vehicle to specifically attack any present hidden curricula by being
rooted in liberation, existing along a continuum from communal social justice to individual
dignity. Every year I create a bulletin board with the specific intent of celebrating students’
personal dignity. On this board, students place their handprint along with a picture of their
choosing and their signature, sometimes including their social media handles if so desired. This
bulletin-board as well as the entire physical environment of my classroom represents a blended
discourse of not only student dignity, but it serves to act as a unifying act of individuality as well.
By being able to put a piece of themselves into the physical space of the classroom environment,
I begin to tiptoe down from the top of the social hierarchy upon which I have been placed.
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Punk pedagogy further acts as a vehicle of Giroux’s theories as it accomplishes the
leveling of hierarchies by analyzing school as a societal process, one in which, according to
Giroux (1983), “different groups both accept and reject the complex mediations of culture,
knowledge, and power that give form and meaning to the process of schooling” (p. 62). By
placing such analysis within the framework of anti-domination—the second pillar of punk
pedagogy—teachers and students are better able to accept and reject those norms which society
deems as necessary that inevitably uphold value hierarchies, allowing for the flattening of said
hierarchies to ensue.
Giroux (1983) argues that the implementation of radical pedagogies of resistance,
including their analyses of schools and schooling, is only meaningful when juxtaposed to
understandings of how power and knowledge connect schools to inequalities produced within
larger social orders, and that the realities of socioeconomic and political institutions that control
economic and cultural capital of the dominant classes within schools must be recognized in
regard to its production, distribution, and legitimation. Punk pedagogy easily falls into the
framework of resistance education by meeting each of these characteristics: Starting with
teachers, punk pedagogy allows them to place such notions of contention and conflict at the
center of their pedagogical ethos, yet further nuanced than resistance pedagogy, for it provides
educators a better understanding of their own positionality within social hierarchies as well as the
opportunity for students to work with teachers, not for them, in the name of eliminating any such
hierarchies that exist—by adopting the radical pedagogy of punk, educators and students do not
simply conform to the normativity of dominant modes of thought and practice, but instead,
through a focus on anti-conformity, they are able to work towards freedom. This way, through
critique, evaluation, and eventual deconstruction of domination hierarchies, teachers and
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students, through punk pedagogy, can work together to break through the mystifications and
distortions that act as the hidden curriculum behind the labels of “normal” school routines and
practices (Giroux, 1983).
In the interest of developing alternative pedagogical practices, Giroux (1983) asserts that
it is crucial to see schools “as social sites in which the class, gender, and racial relationships that
characterize the dominant society are roughly reproduced,” and that while school cultures in
various contexts may take complex and heterogenous forms, it cannot be ignored that all such
schools are “situated within a network of power relations from which they cannot escape” (p.
63). Yet, although Giroux argues that schools cannot escape such power relations, a purposeful
application of punk pedagogy differs and adds value in that it allows for schools and individuals
within schools to shed any such relationship created to replicate the authority of dominant
society. For example, when educators enter their classrooms and perceive all that happens under
a lens that recognizes the power relations at play that come with a mindset of resistance, they
will be more attuned to the wants and needs of their students, breaking free from any constraints
imposed upon them despite any risks involved with straying from the educational herd. As a
result, teachers will be better able to critically consider questions of from where and why
dominant cultures exist, whose culture is being implemented within the classroom, and how such
practices become inscribed and sustained in school discourse and practice. To do so, punk
pedagogy as a radical pedagogy of resistance effectively calls for a questioning of everything
from both teachers as well as students, a rejection of the “official” representation of reality
(Giroux, 1983).
The ethos of punk pedagogy aligns to Giroux’s (1983) definition of “ideology” in that
both the ethos of punk as well as radical education ideology provide a starting point for

TEACHING TO CONFRONT INTERSECTING DISCOURSES OF DOMINATION

181

questioning any sociopolitical interests that underlie many pedagogical assumptions that are
often taken for granted, especially by teachers. Whether passed down by administrators or by
professors in teacher preparation programs, teachers and pre-service teachers are expected to
follow with utter complicity what has through decades been established as standardized
regarding educational pedagogy. But if teachers are to move beyond the role of cultural
reproduction to deconstruction and mobilization, they must analyze their own self-formation and
participation in the value hierarchies of dominant society, which includes their role as mediators
of dominant culture (Greene, 1978 as cited in Giroux 1983). Punk as a radical pedagogy,
especially when considering the first pillar of active resistance and flattening hierarchies, allows
teachers to decode the major discourses that exist within education, which, in the case of urban
education in the United States, involves decoding the discourse of neoliberalism and how this
economic ethos serves to keep minority students in subservient positions as compared to those of
the dominant classes. Such decoding allows for the “un-silencing” of students who exist along
the oppressed fringes of society.
Resistance as an aspect of punk pedagogy is necessary because, regardless of how
uniformly homogenous or diversely heterogenous a school population may be, all schools still
represent an arena of contestation between differentially empowered cultural and economic
groups. More often than not, schools serve as locations that reinforce and reproduce society’s
logic of domination that serves to uphold cultural, economic, and class strata. According to
Giroux (1983), resistance is a way of understanding ways in which subordinate groups
experience educational failure by moving beyond superficial causes and meanings often
associated with oppositional behaviors, logics of deviance, learned helplessness, and individual
pathologies, focusing on the more complex constructs of moral and political indignation.
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Therefore, through the recognition that no one individual is above another, teachers who utilize
punk pedagogy will be able to actively engage in resistance with their students through the daily
decisions they make regarding classroom routines, practices, and culture.
Such resistance as described by Giroux is augmented by punk pedagogy by utilizing the
fourth pillar of punk—emotional guidance. Similar to Freire’s pedagogy of the oppressed,
Giroux (1983) asserts that intrinsically characteristic of any radical pedagogy, like punk, is
resistance grounded in hope, a hope for transformation and liberation. Instead of focusing solely
on perspectives of rationality, a hope for emancipation should instead be the guiding principal
for resistance pedagogies (Giroux, 1983). When I marched on the capital with a half-million
strangers from across the country and across the globe, we did not necessarily expect to end the
war in one swift motion, but we were instead driven by a hope, a hope that our voices coming
together as one would symbolically represent that which the dominant classes chose to ignore, a
hope that my voice was just as meaningful as the next, that we together could transform the
world as we knew it. As such, punk pedagogy involves a revealing functionality which exposes
and critiques domination, both from the perspective of teachers as well as students. Whether out
of anger or out of love, utilizing emotion as an opportunity for theoretical and functional selfreflection highlights struggles for not only individual, but social emancipation as well. Punk
pedagogy therefore adds value to pedagogies of resistance by dismantling discourses of
rationality that often uphold logics of domination through a specific focus on the emotional
intricacies and complexities that are inseparable from the human nature of education.
Punk pedagogy’s sixth pillar of tension and balance blends seamlessly with Giroux’s
(1983) theories of resistance and pedagogies of opposition, for as he states: “It is important to be
theoretically precise about what form of oppositional behavior constitutes resistance and what
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does not” as well as that “it is equally important to argue that all forms of oppositional behavior
represent a focal point and a basis for dialogue and critical analysis” (p. 110). I am sick and tired
of hearing that my students are “oppositional” simply because they never learned how to follow
the rules, or because they come from broken households, or because they do not care enough
about themselves or their educations to behave otherwise. I have even gone through professional
developments about what the higher-ups now deem as oppositional defiant disorder (ODD). Not
once have those higher-ups stopped to consider that which Giroux asserts, in that oppositional
behavior is born out of resistance, and that which my students resist are the discourses of
domination which are placed upon them by the very system into which they are born. They are
oppositional because they want to resist the racism and criminalization that they face on a daily
basis within the confines of their schools, let alone what they experience on the streets of Detroit.
They are oppositional because they want to resist the market-driven ideologies that commodifies
their lives as working-class expenditures, as mere expendable numbers and statistics. But I sit by
and quietly listen as “instructional leaders” preach about ODD without ever once considering the
roots of the cause, without ever once questioning the system which has been constructed to cause
students to choose to oppose the “norms” under which they live.
This pillar of punk pedagogy not only blends with resistance pedagogy, but it enhances it,
for as punks exist along a constant praxis of tension, part of their quest for balance is in
understanding what constitutes resistance as well as understanding the “why” behind
oppositional behaviors, those behaviors that constitute resistance as well as those that do not. For
educators, simply not adhering to a set of norms does not represent an act of resistance unless,
according to the tenets of punk pedagogy, one does so with the specific purpose of bringing to
life the lived experiences of the oppressed, ultimately railing against the dominant attitudes and
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mentalities that reinforce social domination. When I choose to dress differently as a teacher,
when I choose to modify my body with tattoos and piercings, the reasons I do so are twofold:
first, to express my own individuality and uniqueness as a human being, but second, to
specifically shed light upon the fact that we live in a world where peoples such as my students
are treated different due to physical characteristics such as their skin tone or hair style. This
enhancement of Giroux’s theories relies greatly upon the performance aspect of punk pedagogy.
I come prepared with an ethos ready to defend and argue my choices not out of a discourse of
individualism, but instead out of a discourse of community and unity. By actively resisting
hierarchies and consciously taking on the role of a punk pedagogue, teachers are able to
construct “experiences in which students can find a voice and maintain and extend the positive
dimensions of their own cultures and histories” (Giroux, 1983, p. 111). Happy is the day when I
have a student come up to me and tell me that they feel comfortable “being themselves” in my
classroom as compared to others, not just in how they present themselves physically, be it in how
they dress or modify their body, but also in how they behave. How could I deny them this right?
I learn more from my students each and every year about their cultures, their individualities, and
their communities by collaboratively creating with them an environment in which they can
“maintain and extend the positive dimensions of their own cultures and histories.” To do
otherwise would be an act of domination.
Radical pedagogies must also, according to Giroux (1983), include discourse that
highlights the conditions necessary in order to create alternative modes of schooling and
education for working-class and other oppressed groups that endure the brunt of political and
economic oppression. This implies a very specific role for teachers to take on beyond that of the
constant questioner as previously discussed. Teachers must develop critical understandings of the
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economic and political interests both inside and outside of schools that directly infringe upon the
processes of equitable and liberation-oriented schooling; radical teachers, in effect, must
establish natural connections with those excluded individuals and groups that inhabit the
communities and neighborhoods in which schools are located (Giroux, 1983). I worked for seven
years in DPSCD’s only “alternative” high school, and I can tell you with unwavering certainty
that the model of this school did not in any way adhere to Giroux’s assertions regarding the
creation of alternative modes of schooling, even though the students who attended this school
were, as Giroux states, those that face the brunt of political and economic oppression. I will add
to that list that they also face the brunt of educational oppression. This school was not
“alternative” by any means, not in programming nor functioning. Students had no say in what
their educations looked like, what they studied, or how they learned. Staff were in no way trained
to address the needs of students who needed alternative methods of schooling, nor were they
trained to understand the political and economic interests that infringe upon equitable schooling
practices. Students were suspended at an alarmingly high rate, electives and technology were
nonexistent, and there were no clubs or extracurricular activities—the school could barely fit the
definition of a traditional school let alone an alternative one. No connections were formed with
the students or the communities from which they came. DPSCD failed to implement any form of
radical pedagogy that could effectually address the needs of students in need of an alternative
mode of schooling and educational praxis. I did my best to implement what practices I could
within my classroom, but sometimes I still wonder if my efforts were for naught.
Punk as a radical pedagogy must be implemented beyond the four walls of a classroom
and expand out to the communities to which the pedagogy serves. Without doing so, punk
pedagogy will not be a true radical pedagogy nor a pedagogy of the oppressed because if so
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distanced punk pedagogy will not be working with oppressed groups, which is paramount
towards the radical pedagogy process (Freire, 2018). As teachers develop knowledge and form
connections with outside communities, they effectually are enacting the first pillar of punk
pedagogy by working towards flattening hierarchies and eliminating any such barriers that may
exist between teachers and schooling to the communities of service, again acting as a
contemporary vehicle of application for those educators who oftentimes find themselves in some
position of privilege (if anything, in an educational privilege if not also a racial and economic
position as well) through which theories of resistance can be applied.
Once accomplished, Giroux (1983) goes on to elaborate that, rather than being the object
of school policy, the oppressed communities served through radical pedagogy (e.g., punk
pedagogy) become the subject of policy making. An objective of punk pedagogy is to eliminate
such objectification on all levels: to eliminate the objectification of students, of their
communities, of the learning and schooling processes in which they engage, of curricula, and of
teachers as the vessels of student education. Here, the specific combination of nuances within
punk pedagogy come into play: punk pedagogy enables the elimination of objectification through
the anti-domination mindset that must be engrained in both teachers and students alike. And
while the discourse of neoliberalism involves the objectification of the educational process,
students, and teachers all at once by placing stratified values upon who is able to learn, what they
learn, how they learn it, and why, by adopting the anti-conformist stance of punk pedagogy and
refusing to enact the forms of symbolic violence that such objectification entails, this framework
allows radical teachers to become deeply involved in the struggles outside of the apparatuses of
the state, which can lead to the development of alternative public spheres and countereducational institutions that “provide the conditions and issues around which people could
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organize in ways that reflect their own needs and actual experiences” (Giroux, 1983, p. 238).
Finally, educators who take part in radical pedagogies such as punk pedagogy, must act
not simply as teachers, but as citizens whose goal is to struggle to establish a social and
economic democracy (Giroux, 1983). In this sense, education involves teachers relating to the
lives of their students through their cultural capital—i.e., when the lived experiences of the
students within a schooling system are actively incorporated into the educational process. As the
pillars of punk pedagogy incorporate such cultural capital, this allows “for a critical
understanding of everyday oppression while at the same time providing the knowledge and
social relations that become the foundation for struggling against such oppression” (Giroux,
1983, p. 239). Social relations are a necessary facet called for by punk pedagogy for achieving
both the anti-symbolic and anti-physical violence that the schooling process can often entail,
where educators are actively rejecting any semblance of privilege they may have, be it because
of class, politics, or educational standing, effectively leading towards an intentionally explicit
deconstruction and reconstruction of the wider historical and social issues at play within the
schooling process. Therefore, punk pedagogues as radical educators must start with the first
pillar of punk pedagogy by, in the vein of Giroux, starting with their own social and theoretical
perspectives regarding the sociocultural facets of teaching, schooling, and liberation in order to
achieve social transformation. Such social transformation can only be achieved when all pillars
of punk pedagogy are followed, risks are taken, and teachers work hand-in-hand with oppressed
populations both in and outside of the classroom to achieve liberation for themselves, for their
students, and for the communities they serve.
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Eco-Punks: Punk Pedagogy as EcoJustice Education
The dust is settling, tickling in your brain,
Ain’t imagination gonna blow you away,
Who cares a fuck as it’s work for the people,
Compromised labor you build your death with.
—Crass, “Contaminational Power”
When I was in elementary school, I was with my mother in our family van running
errands around our hometown, a growing suburban town sprouting out of farmland. We were at a
red light with a line of cars in front of us and beside us. The car in front of us threw a bag of
McDonald’s trash out of their window and into the road. My mother, without blinking an eye,
put the car in park, got out of the van, me and my brother still inside, picked up the trash, and
threw it back into the car from whence it came. Needless to say, I was shocked. Speechless as
my mother reentered the van, none of us said a word as some of the cars around us honked in
appreciation, waving at my mother and smiling. I grew up in a very environmentally conscious
family—we recycled, saving and reusing whatever material possible, we grew and harvested our
own vegetables and fruit, we had a mulch pile, you know, all the things that to a young child
seemed like were the right things to do in order to save the environment. However, it was not
until a few years ago when I was exposed to the theory of EcoJustice education (EJE) that I
really gave much thought to my relationships with the natural environment, including all living
and non-living things. I mean, I still considered myself to be a relatively conscientious person: I
still recycle, I definitely do not litter if for any reason other than because I am afraid some
stranger will throw it back into my face just as my other did, I do not leave the fridge open or the
water running when I am not using it, but other than that, I never considered just how connected
my life is with the world around me, and I never considered how my relationships with others
influence how I interact with the natural environment and vice versa. The more I learned about
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EJE, the more I came to realize and understand how integral the natural world is not only to my
life as a person on this planet, but how integral it is to my life as an educator as well.
Since there have been punks, there have been eco-punks, punks concerned with the
environment and the impact human-beings have upon the global climate. Even before the term
“eco-punk” became an official label in the punk community, environmental issues are present in
the lyrics of a plethora of punk rock anthems since the genre’s advent. For example, The Clash
(1979) in the song “London Calling” most poignantly illustrate the human-created environmental
disasters due to nuclear error when they sing: “The ice age is coming, the sun’s zooming
in/Engines stop running, the wheat is growing thin/A nuclear error, but I have no fear/‘Cause
London is drowning and I live by the river.” Similarly, anarcho-punk group Crass (1979) decries
similar devastation in their song “Contaminational Power” as they sing: “Cause a disturbance,
cause a fucking noise/Atomic power is just another of their ploys/To build their firepower and
defend the nation/They expose us to contamination.” Illustrating the anthropocentric “humanfirst” mindset and logic of domination, Bad Religion (1993), in their song “Watch It Die”
exclaim: “I was born on planet Earth/The rotating ball where man comes first…At a drastic time
full of plastic mirth/And everyday I’ve seen increasing signs…So now it’s time to watch it die.”
As such, there are a plethora of similarities between punk and a punk pedagogy to EJE. The
following section will draw upon the work of Martusewicz et al. (2015) in order to further
extrapolate upon the social-justice-oriented framework both punk pedagogy and EJE have in
common, how these commonalities relate to education, and how they can be applied in
classroom settings affected by the domination and value hierarchies that punk seeks to destroy.
According to Martusewicz et al. (2015), EJE centers upon six interrelated elements; these
elements are based upon the recognition that humans live in a complex life-system where human
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wellness is contingent upon learning how to protect life. These elements include recognizing and
analyzing patterns and systems of entrenched domination, analyzing the detrimental effects of
globalization, protecting the diversity of cultural and environmental commons, and developing
pedagogy in ways that emphasize deep cultural analyses as well as community-based learning.
Within EJE, ecological crises are simultaneously cultural; there is no separation between
problems of social justice from the ways that ecological degradation is perpetuated—all such
issues manifest within the intersection of discourses that augment and create a logic of
domination. My current formulation of punk pedagogy does not place specific emphasis on the
subjugating discourse of anthropocentrism, so in this vein EJE serves to uplift punk by placing
the much needed emphasis on the more than human world, recognizing the vital connections our
lives have to the ecological environment around us. Further exploring these connections is a
fruitful direction for my research into punk as a holistic and comprehensive pedagogy to take.
While punk pedagogy does not place a specific emphasis on the natural environment of our
world, the six pillars of punk complement the six pillars of EJE, and as a result, we see in this
section how many of the tenets of ecojustice are implied and built into the pillars of punk
pedagogy. It therefore makes sense that bands such as those referenced above as well as
individual punks within the community proudly add the prefix “eco” to “punk” because
ecojustice and punk alike are built around the ideas of harmony, peace, and acceptance.
Martusewicz et al. (2015) state that “schools have been expected to socialize students to
be workers and, increasingly, to be hyper-consumers buying lots of stuff” (p. 20). Every school I
have worked at in DPSCD, for example, places a great deal of emphasis on fundraising, and not
fundraising in the traditional sense where the students are the ones selling things for prizes and
rewards. While this still happens, schools prey upon students by fundraising from them directly,
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constantly selling them chips and pop and candy and other snacks, the profits of which enter the
school’s spending fund, effectively turning students into these hyper-consumers as so described
by Martusewicz et al. Schools, therefore, serve economic goals where the market and
corporations hold more sway and power than actual democratic governments; schools act as
reproduction sites of the current cultural state, including the reproduction of marginalization,
which hinders the development of democracy and liberation. These ideas relate directly to the
second pillar of punk pedagogy: anti-domination. By actively recognizing and analyzing the
effects that discourses of domination have within the classroom, punk pedagogy encourages
individuals, be they students, teachers, administrators, or community members, to actively resist
that which is considered “normal” in contemporary Western society and instead achieve a state
of nonviolence where democracy is built and celebrated as opposed to scoffed at and torn down.
Just as punk pedagogy exists along a praxis of tension and balance (Pillar Six), so too
does EJE. Martusewicz et al. (2015) identify this tension through the indication that the
responsibility of ecojustice exists along the tension of two ethical questions, the question of what
we as humans need to conserve in relation to the question of what needs to be transformed. Not
only does the sixth pillar of punk pedagogy illustrate this tension, but the rest of the five pillars
brings this tension to life. The transformation EJE calls for, whether against anthropocentrism,
androcentrism, racism, or classism, can be achieved by taking on a stance of active resistance,
the first pillar of punk pedagogy. By actively resisting the ways in which contemporary
American society functions, hierarchies can begin to flatten, so long as those in positions of
privilege recognize such advantages they are given. When it comes to schooling, this means that
individuals, including both students and teachers, must rethink what citizenship means and what
the purpose of education ought to be (Martusewicz et al., 2015).
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This brings us back to the emphasis I place within my classroom on creating a democratic
learning environment in which students have a voice in all aspects of their educational
experience—I make decisions that reflect a “rethinking” of the education of my students,
augmenting their citizenship by giving them agency and autonomy over how they learn, what
they learn, and why. Simple choices such as allowing students to call me by my first name
(something I have come to find that many teachers in urban schools take as a sign of disrespect)
to the refusal of fundraising directly from my students’ pockets, to providing them with surveys
so that they can express their individual interests and concerns, all allow me and my students to
simultaneously rethink what citizenship should look like and how it should play out both inside
of the classroom as well as within the outside world.
Ecojustice asserts that democracy and diversity are essential to achieving healthy and
sustainable communities. Diversity in this sense is defined as the condition of difference that is
necessary to sustain all life and creativity—the presence of a relationship that allows for a space
of difference between ideas and things (Martusewicz et al., 2015). Such diversity can be
achieved by adhering to the third pillar of anti-conformity from punk pedagogy. The purpose of
anti-conformity is to celebrate all differences of human life. By applying EJE to punk, we can
move beyond the celebration of human differences to a celebration of all differences that exist
within the world, differences between human life, animal life, plant life, and the natural
environment all included. Yet an important similarity exists between punk and EJE regarding
this “celebration of diversity” and that rests within the “do no harm clause” I identified as
integral to Pillar Six. While recognizing and celebrating diversity is important especially when
creating and sustaining democratic environments, it must be noted that not all differences are
beneficial; that is, ideas produced within patterns of differentiation such as racism, sexism,
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human supremacy, and all such discourses of domination are and never will be acceptable. This
is where a specific focus on tension and balance can act as a complement to EJE: By celebrating
the differences that exist between both ideas and things while purposefully and actively resisting
discourses of domination, democratic communities are able to be both sustained and built, better
than if humankind were to rely solely on the consumeristic objectification that comes to all
manner of life when living in a system defined by individualistic material gain and domination.
Even though EJE is relatively new in my life, I have attempted to bring its concepts in
tandem with punk pedagogy into my classroom. The times I have attempted to bring up the topic
of diversity from the lens of ecojustice, encouraging students to celebrate not only human life (a
concept most of them have been exposed to) but animal and plant life as well, I was met with
snickers and eye-rolls. These concepts are foreign to many of my because they contradict much
of that which American society purports. Part of me is understanding—I recognize how poverty
has shaped their understanding of the world and how many of them feel as if they need to look
out for themselves and only themselves in order to survive, so thinking about plants and animals
is the last thing on their minds. However, my goal is to continue to figure out the best ways to
impart the idea onto my students that celebrating diversity simultaneously fulfills the fifth pillar
of punk pedagogy by working towards the elimination of violence, be it violence within the
classroom, between humans, or violence against the natural environment in which we all live and
share, and that this elimination will serve to improve all of our lives as opposed to the lives of
just a few.
As previously discussed, punk pedagogy calls for the ending of violence not only at the
physical level, but the symbolic level as well. This call to end all violence includes the violence
of cultural marginalization. From the lens of EJE, cultural marginalization includes the
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disregarding of knowledge that people of a particular culture have about the world, effectually
causing damage to the ecosystem as well as the human-created world, including any and all such
relationships that exist around and between (Martusewicz et al., 2015). Simply put, if one denies
the knowledge of another, then they are not engaging in a punk-based pedagogy. By denying the
knowledge of a group of people, one is causing damage to the world in a multitude of ways.
First, it reinforces value hierarchies and the logic of domination that places particular groups of
people above some and below others. By reinforcing as opposed to flattening, this denial
automatically excludes one from the full realization of a punk as well as Ecojustice pedagogy as
actively resisting hierarchies is a tenet of the first pillar.
Second, by denying the knowledge of others, one is willing to take on a narrow view of
the world. This, in effect, is a form of conformity, again negating yet another principle of punk
pedagogy. There is, however, a level of tension that does exist and must be recognized, as well
as a level of balance that must be achieved regarding the acceptance of diversity and not denying
the knowledge of a specific culture of people. Simply because a set of knowledge and ideas
belong to a specific group of people does not mean it must be accepted, both willingly and
blindly. For example, if a culture of people uphold notions of racism, androcentrism,
anthropocentrism, and all other types of prejudicial ideals, such as contemporary skinheads do
regarding beliefs in white supremacy, this is not means enough to include their ideas for the mere
sake of diversity, for such ideals result in the destruction of democracy through isolation and
domination as opposed to upholding and transforming democracy so that it benefits all, not
simply some. Two years ago I had a student I will refer to as Bria. Bria loved to challenge the
often-androcentric thinking that many of her male peers held. If there was ever a comment made
about a woman not being able to do the same thing as a man, she was the first to jump in and

TEACHING TO CONFRONT INTERSECTING DISCOURSES OF DOMINATION

195

debate. One particular day, a male student in the class made a particularly offensive comment
about the female gender. Before I could even address the situation, Bria was out of her seat and
rattling off all of the reasons her peer was in the wrong for his line of thinking. While I expected
the male student to argue, he responded by saying, “You know, Bria, you’re right. I never
thought of it that way. I’m sorry.” I could not have been prouder of Bria. A lesson in democratic
learning had just played out before our very eyes and a diversity of ideas turned into a
transformative learning experience. Even though conflict is an inevitable outcome of some
interactions, it must be remembered that democracy challenges such conflicts and “challenges us
to think and communicate and take into account each other’s ideas as a matter of trying to live
well together in the absences of absolute answers” (Martusewicz et al., 2015, p. 32).
Another prominent tenet of EJE is to learn from Indigenous communities. Learning from
Indigenous communities is necessary because, not only do Indigenous cultures have the right to
exist without foreign interference, but they also “offer alternative pathways and centuries-old
wisdom,” so therefore “they can offer valuable lessons to an increasingly sustainable world”
(Martusewicz et al., 2015, p. 298). Though the context varies, the pillars of punk pedagogy
uphold a similar logic, also similar in vein to critical hip-hop pedagogies, pedagogy of the
oppressed, and pedagogies of resistance. In this case, punk pedagogy calls for teachers to listen
to the lessons of their students. Punk pedagogy and EJE call for individuals who are higher atop
social hierarchies to listen to the voices of those individuals and groups who are often oppressed
in order to achieve sustainability, democracy, and liberation. As such, when challenging
oppressive actions, these challenges should come from within a culture’s own traditions as
opposed to from outsiders who claim superiority from the upper levels of social strata
(Martusewicz et al., 2015).
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In the same vein as learning from Indigenous communities, another critical component of
EJE and punk is the concept of place-based education. Place-based education is when the local
community is utilized in tandem with the environment as a pedagogical starting point of
instruction (Sobel, 2004). This type of education looks at the interactions between natural and
human communities, as well as incorporates both students and community members in
educational endeavors situated within the local environment (Martusewicz et al., 2015). Punk
relates to this type of education in that while punk too is rooted in local practices (i.e., the efforts
of the DIY methods and involvements in local grassroots music efforts), it utilizes such ventures
to explore the reality of global interactions. As such, both punk and place-based education
represent an intense connection to the lived realities of students, educators, and community
members, their local living practices, and their living conditions, all of which demonstrate an
equilibrium between the local and the global community as a comprehensive whole.
Both punk pedagogy and EJE call for particular levels of balance. Where punk pedagogy
uses the pillar of tension and balance to illustrate the praxis along which humans live and
interact, EJE calls for a sense of balance regarding particular knowledge and learning practices.
Martusewicz et al. (2015) indicate that traditional practices and knowledge should be viewed and
implemented in tandem with newer scientific and technological knowledge and the social
sciences. By doing so, we as humans will be better adept at addressing the problems we face
both ecologically and socially. From the lens of punk pedagogy, this is the equivalent of
allowing the voices of the oppressed (e.g., students in urban and impoverished populations) to be
augmented and placed in conversation with the voices of those teachers and administrators that
generally take on positions of power above their students; this augmentation works towards
flattening hierarchies and adopting an anti-domineering stance by not taking discourses of
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CHAPTER 7: Risks and Limitations of Punk Pedagogy
Caution is a word that I can’t understand,
C-A-U-T-I-O-N was a word I could not understand,
Walked the dog with a real short leash,
Turned around, saw the dog walk me.
—Operation Ivy, “Caution”
Though punk pedagogy offers a plethora of liberating and emancipatory effects for
students and teachers alike, there are also various risks and limitations that coincide with the
application of punk in the classroom. To begin, it must be noted that although I consider myself a
punk pedagogue and implement punk pedagogy on a daily basis within my own teaching
practices, this dissertation is in no way a claim that I have reached the pinnacle of expertise as an
educator. The best teachers I have ever known and learned from are those that recognize that
teaching is a continual process of growth, that there is always room to improve and enhance
one’s practices and methods. While I consider myself skilled in the application of punk’s pillars
within my classroom, my dissertation serves as another stepping stone as I continue down this
path of growth and development within this profession that I hold so dear.
To be a punk pedagogue essentially means that one is willing to put their self and career
in the line of extreme scrutiny by their peers, by society, and even by one’s own students. This is
primarily due to the fact that punk pedagogy exists outside of Western society’s mores and
norms. Take for instance something as simple as an educator’s physical appearance. As already
illustrated, I have experienced situations where I was denied employment due to how I choose to
adhere to the pillars of nonconformity and active resistance by presenting myself in ways that are
uncharacteristic to what is considered “normal” for teachers within the society of the United
States, including permanent body modifications such as my tattoos down to the superficial nature
of my clothing choices. Not only have I been denied employment, but I have experienced
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colleagues who have complained to administration about my appearance, arguing that I look
“unprofessional” and therefore unworthy of teaching unless I covered my body with a suit and
tie. I wish I could say this was an isolated incident, something that happened when I first became
a teacher and the old-school veterans were trying to put the youngster in his place. No, it is a rare
occurrence for a year to go by without a fellow staff member voicing their disapproval, whether
formally to administration or in whispered side-conversations with other staff, about how they
believe my appearance to be a “bad influence” upon the young minds who are exposed to my
nonconformity. Because of such situations, as a punk pedagogue it has become an absolute
requirement that I excel at and am an expert at the art of teaching. I must be as close to a master
of content, theory, and practice as possible so that I am ready to defend my choices and actions.
The target that punk pedagogy has the potential of painting upon an educator requires this
scrupulous level of expertise in order to avoid the possible skewering by administration, one’s
colleagues, the community, and even one’s students that may inevitably occur.
Not conforming to the norms of physical appearance is not the only decision that has put
me in the crosshairs of administration: making the decisions to deviate from the curriculum,
administrative, district, and state directives, as well as constantly questioning the actions and
practices I am meant to enact as an educator all put my career at risk for scrutiny, reprimand, and
even termination. Such choices put me not only in danger by administration, but by the families
of the students I teach as well. Just as I have had colleagues report me to those above my
paygrade, parents have also “expressed their concerns” to my administration. Parents, just as my
colleagues, question my appearance as well as the instructional decisions I have made in the
classroom, such as why I chose to teach the book The Things They Carried to eighth graders,
how come I do not focus on standardized test preparation in any of my classes, along with

TEACHING TO CONFRONT INTERSECTING DISCOURSES OF DOMINATION

200

questioning my overall credentials and certifications because I simply do not look the part in
what they have been socialized to believe both educators and an education should manifest as.
These conscious choices I make, all embedded in my belief in punk pedagogy, not only
place me at risk for punitive action and even termination, but they highlight a possible limitation
of implementing punk as a theoretical framework within educational environments. Decisions to
stray from what is currently the standard norm of teaching and education have the potential to
lead toward strained working relationships with colleagues, families and the community, and the
students I teach. As such, limiting these working relationships synchronously limits the goals,
practices, and products of the educational process. By choosing to engage in punk pedagogy, I
have lost out on forming productively working relationships with colleagues, which in turn limits
the chances of forming a communally democratic educational system within the walls of the
schools where I have taught/teach. As previously discussed when defining and analyzing
democratic pedagogy and curriculum, a goal of democratic education should be students and
teachers working together in order to achieve goals that benefit all, not just a few. If I am unable
to model such collaborative democratic practices with my own colleagues, I effectually
demonstrate a level of hypocrisy to my students by telling them to work with others when my
own choices have limited my own abilities to do so. The same holds true for the effects my
choices may have upon my students, their families, and the communities in which they live—if
punk pedagogy creates a rift or distance between myself and these entities, then it will limit the
potential for democratic learning and also limit the elimination and flattening of hierarchies that
exist between myself and all others.
Navigating such relationships is exceedingly complex but can effectively be done if one
relies upon implementing the sixth pillar of punk pedagogy, which involves navigating a
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continuum of tension and balance. While one is not expected to give up their values and beliefs
in order to foster an effective working relationship with those around them (the tension), the way
one goes about presenting their ideals must be taken into consideration so that the overall
educational and social goals can be met that benefit all those involved (the balance). Howard
(2006) approaches situations such as these by avoiding “fire and brimstone” tactics so as to
better form connections with those that one works. While punks are notorious for their in-youface methods and practices, punk pedagogues must never forget to achieve balance, and that
includes sometimes having to scale back on some of the more controversial tactics so as to win
over those who may be on the other side of the fence. Then, once achieved, a punk pedagogue
can navigate their working relationships in a way that will be more effective and will have better
chances at working towards a democratic and inclusive education.
Another limitation of punk pedagogy involves the dangers of the cult of personality.
Merriam-Webster (2020) defines the cult of personality as a situation in which a public figure
(such as a political leader) is deliberately presented to the people of a country as a great person
who should be admired and loved. While punk pedagogy centers around educators and students
as opposed to political leaders and citizens of a country, the dangers of the cult of personality are
still possible to find their way into the context of the classroom and all such educational
processes involved. These dangers have the possibility of arising throughout all six pillars of
punk pedagogy, yet the possibility of such a presence does not imply the inevitable.
The first pillar of active resistance and rebellion, through which one attempts to reject
privilege and flatten hierarchy, begs the questions: Whose rebellion are we fighting? Who says
that resistance is necessary in the given context? What defines privilege and why must it be
rejected? What hierarchies are being rejected and do they in fact exist? Within this pillar, punk
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pedagogy takes the risk of one individual taking too far their individual beliefs and values
without considering what is best for the community and the students they teach. This also holds
true for the third pillar of punk pedagogy, anti-conformity. Because the ethos of the punk
community places an emphasis on nonconformity and individuality, it can become a dangerous
line for teachers to walk in regard to expressing their individuality while simultaneously working
towards flattening hierarchies and achieving that which is best for the classroom community as a
whole as opposed to achieving what is simply best for the teacher. The expression of one’s
individual beliefs can limit the effectiveness of punk pedagogy if they fall into the realm of the
cult of personality in that they are meant to only glorify the individual—here we see the crossover from individuality to individualism: If a pedagogue enters any situation believing that the
pursuit of their self-interests (e.g., their beliefs in pedagogy without the consultation of their
learning communities) will benefit all, then they are not enacting the true philosophies and
beliefs of punk pedagogy.
Herein lies why the sixth pillar of tension and balance is of the utmost importance to
implementing a truly democratic and liberating punk pedagogy. When implementing punk
pedagogy, it is easy for an individual to fall into the trap of the cult of personality by thinking
they are on some sort of crusade against all educational injustice all the while not taking into
consideration the positions of those oppressed individuals most truly affected by the inequities
that have historically developed through various discourses of domination. Especially if a punk
pedagogue garners various levels of respect from certain individuals for their rebellious ways,
they can easily fall into a pattern of seeking a sense of glory and fame in that they care more
about the admiration of being loved than they do the true quest of educational and social
liberation. These notions reinforce Freire’s (2018) argument that a truly liberating pedagogy
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should involve the oppressors working with the oppressed, not for the oppressed. Working for
the oppressed is a limit to punk pedagogy that places a punk pedagogue directly into the trap of
the cult of personality. By doing so, a punk pedagogue actually achieves the antithesis of that
which punk calls for—instead of flattening hierarchies, hierarchies are reinforced by placing the
beliefs of the one individual (i.e., the teacher) above those of others; instead of being an anticonformist, the cult of personality actually places educators into a position of conformity in that
they are reinforcing those norms and mores of individualism and meritocracy that already exist
throughout society as opposed to upholding that which is best for the community and those along
the bottom tiers of the domination hierarchies, which is the true marker of anti-conformity in
punk pedagogy.
Another risk of the cult of personality with specific relation to the pillars of punk
pedagogy is that students may be manipulated through the charismatic modeling and
performance of educators that engage in acts of nonconformity. Students may be drawn to the
performance aspects of punk because the nonconformist actions of educators may be deemed as
attractive and “cool” especially when considering aspects of style and behavior that do not fall
within what students consider to be the norms of typical adult conduct. These attractive aspects
of the cult of personality may lead students to adopt similar behaviors that may potentially put
them at risk—if not adequately and appropriately guided through the theories and philosophies
that compose the framework of nonconformity within punk, students may inaccurately apply
manifestations of nonconformity within school and their own lives that do not correctly represent
the significance of the pillars of punk pedagogy. This may possibly result in nonconformist
behaviors that work against social equity and liberation. As such, if erroneously applied, students
may be at risk to a range of consequences, including anything from reprimand to social isolation
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and exclusion to unconsciously forming a misguided mindset through which the true democratic
and emancipating power of punk pedagogy and nonconformity will never be actualized.
As previously mentioned within previous sections of this dissertation, there are concepts
analyzed and discussed that were presented from a foundational perspective and could benefit
from further exploration. Specifically, a historical and philosophical analysis of the punk
subculture in conjunction with a deeper dive into the varying subgroups of anarchist thought and
theory will prove as a fruitful direction for my future research to take. By doing so, it will be
possible to continue to further refine and extrapolate upon the pillars of punk pedagogy, their
applications in the classroom, and the benefits punk provides as a holistically actualized and
comprehensive pedagogy in the wake of discourses of domination.
An additional limitation to punk as pedagogy is that a lack of knowledge about the punk
community and the punk ethos can lead to misinformation about what punk pedagogy is, how it
can be applied, and why this theory is necessary to address the historically developed logics of
domination and the effects they have had upon educational systems and processes. Because of
the controversial nature of the punk community in tandem with the common stereotypes of what
actually punk is, there are perhaps those educators out there who would argue that punk and its
politics have no place in the classroom or any educational setting. This and the fact that
historically punk started out as a primarily white, male-oriented movement until transforming to
the all-inclusive movement that it is today. Therefore, if educators only have a superficial
understanding of what punk was and is, they may argue that it especially has no place in urban
classrooms where the majority of students are non-white minorities, when in fact, punk is most
suited due to its ability to combat the negative discourses and logics such schools face.
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The fact that punk means something different to everyone, whether a member of the
community or an outsider, is in itself a limitation of my research, as well as how and why punk is
applied as educational pedagogy. Even though the six pillars and defining traits of punk
pedagogy I present in this paper are based in the critical thematic analysis of dozens of sets of
punk rock lyrics, the most outward expression of the punk ethos and mindset, there is still no
universal definition as to what constitutes punk as a sociocultural construct. There may be punks
who disagree with what the lyrics I analyzed represent in the first place, because punk may mean
something to the punk rock bands that it does not mean to other punks in the community, making
my definition tentative in nature to those who disagree. Because of this, it can also be argued that
the pillars I identify are not in fact the most important or relevant in defining punk rock, that I
possibly included characteristics that other punks do not view as necessary to include in defining
punk, or that I omitted traits that other punks would include. However, even though a limitation
to this research is the fluid and partially indefinable nature of punk (Smith et al., 2018), the fact
that I conducted a thematic analysis of various sets of punk rock lyrics is a step towards
reinforcing the validity of my study in that no other such research has done so before when
attempting to define what punk is and how it can be applied to the world of pedagogy.
Next, a limitation to the theory of punk pedagogy in its current state is just that—it is
only a theory and although it is grounded in autoethnographic data, it could be augmented by
gathering and analyzing other forms of more raw, quantitative information as well. For example,
it has already been established that a tenet of punk pedagogy is anti-domination, and because the
detrimental effects of various discourses that reinforce a logic of domination are more often than
not present within urban centers and within urban school systems, such districts are prime
locations for which punk pedagogy can be applied. However, the validity and reliability of this
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theory could be strengthened if more teachers other than myself applied the pillars of punk
pedagogy within the context of their classrooms, school buildings, and districts. Once a group of
teachers received formal exposure and training to the pillars of punk pedagogy, they could then
consciously apply these tenets of the theory as a direct part of their teaching practices. From
here, various forms of data could be gathered and analyzed. Qualitative data could be gathered,
such as direct observations and interviews, and quantitative data could be gathered as well,
including surveys and questionnaires regarding each teacher’s experiences applying punk
pedagogy. Claims and arguments could then be asserted regarding the overall effectiveness of
punk and whether or not as a theory it accomplishes that which it purports. Similar processes
could be carried out in settings other than those in urban centers to also strengthen and augment
the validity and reliability of this theory—because the logic of domination essentially effects all
of society, benefiting some areas while devastating others, teachers in suburban and rural
districts could also apply the pillars of punk pedagogy in their teaching practices. Data could
then be gathered and compared to urban settings, further extending the knowledge of the
effectiveness and validity of punk pedagogy as a whole.
Furthering the possibility of such data collection could also include the integration of
student perspectives—whether through interviews, questionnaires, or surveys, students could
present their perceptions of punk pedagogy as well as evaluate how effective they feel the
specific implementation of the pillars to be. Another direction my research could take would be
to develop a full curriculum in which specific and detailed learning objectives are identified and
described as integral goals stemming from the implementation of punk pedagogy. This would
allow for a deeper connection between theory and classroom teaching practice.
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Finally, a limitation to this dissertation is that, as I was completing this work, there has
been an increasing call for abolitionist theories and teaching practices within education, which
address economic, racial, and homophobic discrepancies that exist within classrooms and teacher
mindsets and behaviors through explicit methods of protest (Love, 2019), theories that I do not
specifically address within these pages. Future research should put punk pedagogy in
conversation with such abolitionist teaching frameworks. This proves itself a necessary direction
to take punk pedagogy, for the revolutionary spirit of the abolitionist teaching movement is tied
directly in concert to Black Lives Matter, the misguided conservative insurrection attempt that
has just occurred at the nation’s capital as I put the finishing touches upon this dissertation, and
all contemporary and historically rooted inequities that exist within education that punk has the
capacity to address.
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CHAPTER 8: Conclusion
Summary
I want conflict, I want dissent,
I want the scene to represent
Our hatred of authority,
Our fight against complacency.
—NOFX, “Separation of Church and Skate”
In summation, the intersection of multiple discourses of domination continue to damage
educational systems and processes within the United States, especially those of urban and
impoverished communities. For instance, neoliberalism, including its economic philosophies and
practices of market-driven exploitation, has seeped into educational reform policies as well as
into the minds and behaviors of teachers, essentially commodifying the educational experiences
of students as well as commodifying the lives of the students themselves. It is a discourse of
violence, one that upholds individualistic ideals of capital accumulation in exchange for
ecological and communal catastrophe. Because the ethos of the punk community is grounded in
anti-capitalist ideologies, it serves as an impeccable foil to the violence perpetuated by the
discourse of neoliberalism and all intertwined discourses of domination. Punk’s political
underpinning of anarchism is antithetical to such discourses, functioning effectively as a
theoretical framework to flatten value and domination hierarchies. Anarchy focuses upon what is
best for the community, understanding that even knowledge is communally shared and not a
private good to be commodified by the market. As such, punk and anarchy actively work
towards negating the privatization-oriented ideologies of capitalism and neoliberalism, placing
emphasis instead on the equitable sharing of resources.
Through the use of the methods of autoethnography and critical discourse analysis, I
effectively demonstrate that even though punk is meant to be partially indefinable, there are in
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fact common characteristics that serve to compose punk both as an ethos and as pedagogy. These
characteristics are rooted in punk’s resistance to the subjugating discourses that define the
systematic and social context of the United States. These methodologies also demonstrate that
there are specific actions educators can take, including adopting the overall ethos of the punk
community, that can effectively contest the inequalities and value hierarchies created within
classrooms due to historically engrained logics of domination. As a result, punk effectively
relates in various ways to already established radical pedagogies by providing an applicable
framework to contemporary systems and discourses found within urban education.
Punk’s relationship to pedagogy relates to the concepts of democratic and culturally
responsive learning. Because of punk’s inclusivity, because of the community’s willingness to
include all groups and individuals regardless of race, culture, creed, gender, or orientation, when
applied to the classroom its focus becomes the same—an all-encompassing learning experience
in which no person feels excluded or segregated. The curriculum of punk pedagogy is equally
democratic. That which students learn (i.e., all aspects of the enacted curriculum) is
representative of the students’ lives, experiences, cultures, histories, and needs. Punk serves as a
lens through which both teachers and students can interrogate curricula and educational practices
and philosophies so that any hidden aspects, such as the reinforcement of the logic of
domination, can be deconstructed and reshaped in ways that respect those students and educators
involved in the learning process. Through its focus on anti-violence, punk allows educators to
view both pedagogy and curriculum as forces that simultaneously respect the individual entities
of students while also highlighting and supporting those practices which are best for the
community as well.
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Upon thematically coding the lyrics of punk rock songs, the most outward expression of
the ethos of the punk community, six characteristic pillars have been identified to illustrate the
defining tenets of punk. Those pillars include active resistance, anti-domination, anti-conformity,
emotional guidance, anti-violence, and tension and balance. These six pillars define not only the
most notable traits of the ethos of punk, but they serve to identify the characteristics of punk as a
pedagogy as well. When applied to an educational context, the pillars of punk effectively
function to combat discourses of domination and all such detrimental effects that ensue as a
result. By adopting punk as pedagogy, educators take on a framework that allows for them to
better identify the traits of domination that affect their thinking, educational practice, and their
students, fostering a sense of critical thinking to creatively synthesize innovative solutions and
practices of their own. Beyond adopting the tenets of punk to shape one’s educational ethos,
teachers can also apply punk pedagogy in a variety of other ways. While it is not necessary for
an educator to alter their physical appearance as many punks are want to do, it is important that
educators focus on critically reflecting upon their own behaviors and how they may or may not
reinforce authoritarian discourses within the classroom, therefore adjusting their appearance if
necessary not through physical means, but through their behaviors and actions instead. Punk
pedagogy essentially serves as a call for educators, especially white educators who find
themselves in positions of privilege, to give up any such advantages they are afforded regardless
of the risk or risks that may be entailed that may affect one’s career or social standing. Punk can
also be applied to make curricular decisions, such as what materials to enact and implement
within the classroom and what activities in which to engage students.
Punk as pedagogy holds a variety of connections to other critical pedagogies such as
critical hip-hop pedagogy (CHHP), pedagogy of the oppressed, resistance pedagogies, and
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Ecojustice education (EJE). These connections allow for an extrapolation of the six pillars of
punk pedagogy and how it relates to discourses of domination within education: punk as it
relates to CHHP focuses on a dismantling of value hierarchies and an incorporation of the lived
experiences of students and their cultures within the classroom; punk as a pedagogy of the
oppressed acts as a emancipating framework where students and teachers work with each other
in order to achieve liberation for both groups, the oppressors and the oppressed; punk as a
pedagogy of resistance encourages educators and students to interrogate hidden curricula
including deconstructing how such curricula reinforces systems of repression within schools; and
punk as a form of EJE includes a focus on the logic of domination and how this logic reinforces
discourse of modernity such as anthropocentrism and androcentrism, how these discourses play
out in the realm of urban education, and what can be done to dismantle the value hierarchies that
form as a result.
Punk pedagogy serves to synthesize varying elements and aspects of each of these
approaches. The six pillars of punk pedagogy provide a unique level of nuance to these theories
as to why and how resistance, anti-domination, anarchy, and anti-conformity are necessary
within the framework of contemporary education; punk expands upon these approaches by
providing a platform not only for those individuals who experience oppression, but by also
providing a unique voice to those educators who might typically find themselves in the position
of the oppressor, allowing them to navigate their privileges in the face of subjugating educational
and social constructs. Punk’s nuances further elaborate upon and add value to each theory by
placing distinct emphasis on anti-conformity and emotional guidance as ways to eliminate the
various forms of violence that may exist within education. Punk pedagogy also adds value in that
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it acts as the actual vehicle, the pillars providing specific strategies and guideposts, through
which such theories can be applied.
Implications
We don’t want no wars/We don’t need no violence,
We just want what’s right/Some peace and love,
We don’t want no violence/We don’t need no wars,
We just want what’s right/Rock for light.
—Bad Brains, “Rock for Light”
If there is one thing I have learned through this process, through the formulation of punk
as a comprehensive pedagogy, through actualizing how punk can be applied in specific ways
within the classroom, and by reflecting upon how I as a punk and as an educator have been
influenced by the ethos of the punk community in relation to my career as a teacher, it is that
discourses of domination are not inevitable structures to which we must fall victim. While I
constantly find myself navigating the tensions that exist within punk pedagogy, while I am
constantly attempting to achieve that which is best for my students while simultaneously
celebrating my own individuality, I know that this process inevitably will lead to a greater good,
an achievement of equity and justice for my students, their educations and schools, their
communities, as well as a sense of personal growth, evolution, and development. The pillars of
punk, the six tenets that compose my definition of punk pedagogy, provide a reflective tool
through which I can navigate the tumultuous field of education—the embedded systems of
domination and subjugation and injustice. By reflecting upon my own positionality within
society, my own privileges and placing upon the value hierarchies of contemporary culture, punk
pedagogy affords me a lens as well as innumerable opportunities to not only view but actively
confront and address the inequitable context so many of our students face.
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One does not need to identity as “punk” to find meaning, value, and application within
these pillars. “Punk” is just a label. The pillars of punk pedagogy still provide significant use
regardless of whether or not one identifies as punk. The pillars provide a point-of-view that allow
educators, regardless of their identified culture(s) or subculture(s), to identify weakness in the
current educational system and processes—they serve as a model to help reflect deeply upon not
only their positionalities, but their purposes and goals as educators. For preservice teachers
especially but for all educators alike, the pillars of punk pedagogy provide a framework within
which those involved in the theories and applications of instruction can manage a balance of risk
and opportunity. In other words, an overarching implication and benefit of punk as an actualized
comprehensive pedagogy is that it simultaneously respects the needs of the students, all students,
regardless of backgrounds, sociocultural demographics, and experiences, while correspondingly
recognizing and strengthening the voice of the teacher, also regardless of background,
demographics, and experience.
Daily I witness the magic that is my students’ survival. Their mere existence is a
testament to the anti-domination I wish to promote. By surviving, by refusing to give up, by
waking up day after day and living their lives, they are effectively fighting back against a system
which was created to keep them down. I see my students surviving the most wretched forms of
poverty imaginable; I see them living through horrors some of us go through life never having to
know. By applying punk pedagogy in my classroom, I hope to provide students with a learning
experience placed within a framework that can alleviate some of their pain. I learn more from my
students on a daily basis than I can ever hope they learn from me. I learn not only the meaning of
survival, but I learn what it means to be human. And if there is one thing that punk is all about, it
is that very notion—humanity. While the city of Detroit, especially those neighborhoods where
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my students live, may be crumbling under the weight of neoliberal reform, under the weight of
the for-profit marketization of human life, under the weight of ecological catastrophe, I know my
students are prepared to attack this world head-on in a fight for not only survival, but a fight for
what is good and pure and just. Whether through the vein of anarchist thinking or the punk ethos,
my students are entering the world armed with the power of community in their hearts and peace
on their lips. I am confident that they know the power they have in their numbers. They see
movements such as Black Lives Matter, they see the DIY spirit rising, they see change
happening, and they know that they have it within themselves to be a part of something special—
a revolution that effectively does away with the logics of domination that pervade the world we
live in as we know it.
The fact that I have seen firsthand the benefits of punk pedagogy in the classroom implies
the current need for educators to rethink their practices and implement radically different modes
of teaching and learning. While I see the conversation being had at professional development
seminars and in college classrooms, the fact of the matter is that we need to be doing a better job
at furthering pedagogies of resistance and transgression within those schools that need it the
most—urban districts that face the brunt of negative economic and cultural effects due to those
intersecting logics of domination. Teachers, administrators, parents, and even students, everyone
must become armed with a common language that further promotes the flattening of value
hierarchies and the raising up of democratic learning in the name of communal justice. The six
pillars of punk pedagogy not only provide a common language for educational praxis, but they
also provide a framework for teachers to engage in critical reflection. Through reflection,
educators are better able to recognize both personal privileges and how these privileges affect
curricular and classroom praxis, as well as the power dynamics that exist with the social
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constructs of the classroom. The ability to engage in critical reflection is an absolute necessity, a
necessity that affords educators the ability and opportunities to contemplate and consider how
discourses of modernity play a constant role in educational theory and practice. Discourses such
as individualism, meritocracy, anthropocentrism, androcentrism, racism, homophobia, and
classism all need to be seen for what they are—toxic. We need to continue to figure out ways in
which we can frame our teaching practices so that these discourses no longer seep into the cracks
and effectually dismantle that which we are attempting to build—safe and democratic learning
environments that celebrate both students as individual entities as well as the cultural commons
from which they come.
Punk pedagogy is necessary now more than ever. Its applicability spans beyond urban
environments to suburban and rural school districts as well, for discourses of domination reach
their tendrils into all communities throughout the United States and across the globe.
Conversations regarding poverty, racism, sexism, and all such domineering discourses are at the
forefront of daily conversation. Yet we must keep the conversation going in order for true change
to be achieved, in order for the lives of all those lost to not be for naught, in order for the bigotry
that pervades the flow of everyday life to subside. Punk pedagogy can serve as the driving force
to move forward such conversations, to act as a catalyst of action for those who are sick and tired
of seeing the world crippled by the injurious effects of prejudice and injustice, for it provides a
lens through which we can look to see that there are options other than that to which we have all
been socialized, that there are ways of living beyond the selfish, that there are ways of learning
through which we can learn to work with and for each other, not for the market or our own selfinterests. Punk provides a voice to the voiceless, empowering those placed along the bottom
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rungs of the societal ladder, while simultaneously teaching those in power how to reject their
privileges in the quest of social justice.
It is time that alternative philosophies, such as the anarchist tendencies that punk
promotes, be taken seriously and not viewed as traitorous to the well-being of society.
Anarchism presents us with the opportunity to learn how to uplift the needs of the community, to
flatten hierarchy, and to share in the communal joy that is both learning and living. Whether in
teacher preparation programs or seasoned veterans, educators and those who train educators must
seriously reflect upon the discourses they are instilling in future generations of teachers as well
as the thousands upon thousands of students they will reach. Punk may be rebellious in its tenets,
but this rebellion is the spark needed to inspire true change within all educational institutions.
As seen in Chapter 3, when juxtaposed to current pedagogical theory and research punk
holds the power to take on multiple functions and modalities within the realm of curriculum and
instruction. That is, punk as a pedagogy has the ability to act as a structure of liberation and
transformation, as culturally relevant practice, as holistic and humanizing, as a way to navigate
conflict creatively and lovingly, and as a form of instruction that is ultimately democratic. As
such, punk pedagogy provides a uniquely detailed framework that explicitly addresses
historically embedded discourses of domination through shifts in pedagogical thinking and
curricular decision-making. This is also why punk pedagogy serves as a relevant complement to
already established critical pedagogies, its flexibility and focus on inclusivity filling various
theoretical gaps and allowing for a multi-directional approach when generating creative solutions
to resist historical and contemporary logics of domination.
A unique implication of punk pedagogy is that it affords all individuals the ability to not
follow authority blindly. All six pillars, from the active resistance to value and domination
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hierarchies to anti-conformity to anti-violence, teach educators and students alike, as well as any
individual person who chooses to adopt the ethos of punk, to question all around them, be they
societal norms and practices or individuals and group entities that hold positions of power.
Teachers who adopt punk learn that just because they may be directed to do something from
administration, they instead may need to find creative solutions to achieve that which is best for
their students. Students likewise learn to not swallow everything that they are taught in school
whole, that they do have the power to choose what and how they learn. Also, students learn that
the trauma they have suffered, trauma that is the result of being socialized through discourses of
modernity and logics of domination, can be channeled into radical anger. Such radical anger can
serve as a simultaneously socially conscious and creative outlet through which students can take
control over those subjugating facets that otherwise would keep them from progressing beyond
their wrongfully constructed position among society’s domination hierarchies.
Whether teachers, administrators, teacher educators, and policy makers adopt punk
pedagogy or not, the least that can be done by all individuals involved in the educational process
is to respond in some manner or fashion to its tenets, which would force a reflection upon the
goals of schooling as well as the educational methods and practices they currently support.
Especially when it relates to teacher education programs and pre-service teachers, the notion
must be grappled with that educators are potential tools, potential weapons of the system in
which we live, and that it is an absolute necessity for educators, whether pre-service or inservice, to reflect deeply upon how they can attempt to resist and survive within such a system.
Too often are persons, no matter their role in society but especially those individuals not in
positions of economic dominance, expected to be complacent followers of constructs of the
system and the state. Punk pedagogy allows for a critical consumption and rejection of such
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authoritarian principles, which inevitably leads towards decision-making on behalf of all persons
that is more democratic, inclusive, and representative of that which benefits the majority as
opposed to the domineering minority classes.
Final Thoughts
History’s been leaning on me lately/I can feel the future breathing down my neck,
And all the things I thought were true/When I was young, and you were too
Turned out to be broken, and I don’t know what comes next.
In a world that has decided that it’s going to lose its mind,
Be more kind, my friends, try to be more kind.
—Frank Turner, “Be More Kind”
Being a teacher is as much a part of my identity as being a punk. It is impossible for me
to separate one from the other. I find as much exhilaration moving about my classroom as my
students learn as I do thrashing my way through a mosh-pit. To be a punk pedagogue, for me, is
the most authentic way in which I can teach. I do not need to alter who I am in order to reach my
students—I have found a way to tap into the ideals and beliefs I hold most dear to my heart and
mind in order to form genuinely pure connections with my students. While integrating aspects of
radical pedagogies such as CHHP and pedagogy of the oppressed are necessary to bring the lives
of my students into the educational process, I have found a way to authentically synthesize my
own experiences and history with theirs through the use of punk pedagogy. It would be
counterfeit to say the least if I were to assume that the lives and histories of my students were the
same as my own; it would be inauthentic to adopt aspects of hip-hop as my own culture when
that is not representative of my own lived experiences. Instead, through punk pedagogy, I am
able to actively celebrate the diversity between myself and my students, using our differences as
opportunities of learning, all the while remaining true to my identity as well as respecting each of
theirs.
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There have been plenty of times where I was hesitant sharing my background with my
students for fear that it would affect their perceptions of me and how they would engage in my
class. I worried at times that if they knew I was not from Detroit, that if I did not identify with
aspects of hip-hop culture, that they would not respect me as their teacher, that they would
question what I knew about their lives and therefore what right would I have to educate them.
When my students would ask me where I was from, I would often skirt the question by telling
them I currently live in Detroit without actually telling them I come from a world that is nothing
like their own, that I did not grow up knowing the ins-and-outs of their daily lives; if I did tell
them where I came from, I still would omit the actual name of my town and tell them that I grew
up “near” or “not far” from the city. Yet, as I continued to develop the pillars of punk pedagogy
over years of teaching, I learned for myself that sometimes the most meaningful learning
relationships can be formed between those individuals who are different from each other as
compared to those who are alike.
Ultimately, punk pedagogy is a philosophy of peace and love, kindness and
understanding, acceptance and unity. Though aggressive in nature, its goals and outcomes offer a
warm embrace to everyone and anyone willing to engage in its processes of empathetic
appreciation. No matter one’s race, gender, orientation, wealth, age, ability, religion, or culture,
punk pedagogy is meant to encompass and celebrate all that is human life. Punk pedagogy offers
a pathway of healing—it is a cry in the darkness to let you know that you are not alone when the
world seems to be hopelessly crumbling beneath your feet. I have found redemption through the
pillars of punk pedagogy, allowing myself to be vulnerably exposed to my own mistakes in order
to learn from and bandage the wounds caused by discourses of detriment. Whether teacher or
student, administrator or family member, politician or community activist, each and every
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individual involved in the educational process can benefit through the application of the pillars of
punk pedagogy, for we all are of this world and we are all connected through our thoughts and
through our actions; punk recognizes this interconnectivity and offers guidance in the face of the
seamlessly growing adversity and divisiveness spurned on by contemporary culture and politics.
Now more than ever do we need such a pedagogy. Now more than ever are the pillars and
tenets of punk applicable to not only the world of education, but to daily life as well. Too long
have we let fear control our lives. Too long have we allowed hate-mongers convince us that
difference equates to evil, that diversity is divisive, that self-interest outweighs all. Too long
have we been overshadowed by the perils of a subjugating agenda that has kept us blinded to the
exploitation and degradation of the human race. Where is our anger? Where is our vigilance?
Where are our voices? We have the power, we have the numbers, we have the ability to take
back a world that has been choked by the economic minority. The time for revolution is now,
and there is no better place to start than with education.
Peace.
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Appendix A: Methodology
My mind is not for rent/I won’t listen to what you say
You better take a hard look/We are sick of your rules
By the ink on my skin/You can see that I’m the real thing
Up the fucking punx/Our sound is fucking strong!
—The Casualties, “Proud to be Punk”
The initial stages of this project were supposed to be the easiest—Fuck yeah, I get to
write about punk rock! However, despite the completion of identifying the pillars of punk rock
pedagogy, I have not yet shed my anxieties. My hesitancy takes root in that I established defining
the ethos of punk as the central facet of this entire piece of scholarship, but is it something I
believe can even be defined? What are the defining traits, characteristics, the pillars of punk
rock? I know exactly what they are, but on the other hand, I don’t. Punk exists—it has a past, a
present, and a future—it conjures denotations and connotations and stereotypes and realistic
portrayals all the same. Though punk is meant to be partially indefinable, it is simultaneously
meant to be a noticeably poignant representation impossible to ignore. Whether through bloodcurdling screams, mohawks, combat boots, spikes, and middle fingers, or soft pleas of peace,
love, and unity, it cannot be argued that there are not traits that uniquely combine to compose
that which is punk. Through the methodological applications of autoethnography and critical
discourse analysis, I define and analyze six pillars that constitute such a definition, effectively
delineating a comprehensive characterization of what denotes punk as pedagogy.
It is also important to note the turbulent context during which this dissertation was
written. The research I engaged in and the initial stages of my writing began before some of the
rapidly developing historical events that recently occurred and are still occurring—specifically,
the Black Lives Matter movement, and the COVID-19 pandemic. While I did multiple revisions
in an attempt to pay at least some credence to these events and how they both connect to and
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effect the theoretical and practical content of punk pedagogy, it is impossible to include every
facet of the ever-changing and developing turbulent sociopolitical climate in which we currently
live. For instance, I was well into the final stages of revisions when some of the most recent
historical events, such as the attempted coup that occurred at the nation’s capital in response to
Donald Trump losing the 2020 presidential election, occurred. Yet, despite being unable to
include all of the details from such rapidly developing and emerging events within the pages of
this document, occurrences like the insurrection at the capitol adeptly reinforce the importance,
relevance, and utmost need of my research and the framework of punk as a pedagogy rooted in
social justice, equity, and democratic education.
Defining Autoethnography
You can roll your eyes and marginalize me/Play on insecurities
And you can feign ignorance/But you’re not stupid,
You’re just selfish/And you’re a slave to impulse.
—Propagandhi, “Apparently I’m a P.C. Fascist”
Autoethnography stems from the field of anthropology; it shares the storytelling feature
with other genres of self-narrative, such as life histories and memoirs, but “transcends mere
narration of self to engage in cultural analysis and interpretation” (Chang, 2016). This cultural
analysis and interpretation, Chang (2016) elaborates, combines narration with the
anthropological and social science inquiry approach rather than mere descriptive or performative
storytelling; in other words, the stories of autoethnographers are reflected upon, analyzed, and
interpreted within the broader sociocultural contexts in which they exist. While this may be the
overarching theme to conducting autoethnography, there still does not exist one global definition
for researchers to fall back upon. Denzin (2014) perhaps best summarizes the vast array of
definitions and applications of autoethnography when he writes:
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Mills…and Jones want to rewrite history. Anderson wants to improve autoethnography
by using analytic reflexivity. Ellis wants to embed the personal in the social. Spry’s
(2011) self-narratives critique the social situatedness of identity (see also Adams, 2011).
Neuman (1996) wants to “democratize the representational sphere of culture” by writing
outward from the self to the social (p. 186). Jones et al. (2013) want to move audiences to
action. So do I. (p. 20)
While it can perhaps be best argued that all of these characteristics find themselves into the
autoethnographic process in one way or another, I side with Denzin as he asserts that he wants to
move audiences to action. True autoethnography must ignite some sort of spark within the hearts
and minds of readers. I argue that for research to truly be an autoethnographic account, it should
not only be analyzed and interpreted through a broader sociocultural lens, but it should also be
grounded in tenets of social justice, advocating, at least to some extent, for some level of change
to occur within the sociocultural context in which the autoethnography is situated.
Just as there are varying definitions of autoethnography, each of which places specific
emphasis on unique traits of the autoethnographic process, there are also various subsects of
autoethnography as a research genre. For example, Jackson and Mazzei (2009) describe
deconstructive ethnography and autoethnography, which shifts attention from the narrative “I” to
the performative, effectively contesting meanings given to voice, presence, experience, and
subjectivity. Madison (2005) describes critical performance autoethnography and ethnography.
This school focuses on the three I’s: imagination, inquiry, and intervention, the three A’s:
artistry, analysis, and activism, and the three C’s: creativity citizenship, and civic struggle.
Denzin (2014) also references performance autoethnography as the merger of critical pedagogy,
performance ethnography, and cultural politics, which acts as a response to the crises that exist
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between democracy and capitalism that shape daily life, showing how these developments enter
into, often repressively, and shape the stories and performances people experience and share. As
with many autoethnographies, my own process does not adhere to one subsect of the genre but
instead pulls pieces from each of these schools in order to create a uniquely presented narrative
distinctively set within my own experiences within a particular sociocultural, personal, and
political context.
Although there are varying schools and subsects of the autoethnographic research
process, there are still certain steps that all autoethnographic researchers can take in order to
ensure a dynamic process of data collection, management, and analysis. Because the
autoethnographic process is nonlinear and oftentimes circular in nature, the data collection
process is often intertwined with data analysis and interpretation (Chang, 2016), happening
throughout the entire research process, as opposed to many quantitative designs where analysis
and interpretation happen at fixed points of the scientific process. Thus, as a researcher collects
data—i.e., recording one’s own unique self-experiences—throughout the autoethnographic
process, no matter which definition or subsect of the genre they align with, they should be
organizing this data through labeling and classifying, refining their data sets by trimming some
and extending others constantly throughout their research process—these data collection
activities allow researchers to examine the validity of their research criteria and revise them if
necessary, which then directly informs their analysis and interpretations of their
autoethnographic data (Chang, 2016). Analysis and interpretation are, according to Chang
(2016), quintessential to the autoethnographic process because this is where pieces of
autoethnographic data are transformed into culturally meaningful text. As will now be discussed,
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we will see how such processes all play a role in creating not just autoethnography, but highquality autoethnography that is both reliable and valid.
Why Autoethnography
I couldn’t believe that grown-ups could believe so many lies
Certainly I would not become privy to the wise
But now I’m my own anathema, second with no reprieve
Won’t ya fix me please off of my disease?
—Morning Glory, “Care of Me”
Because the defining process of punk pedagogy in conjunction with discourses of
domination is highly theoretical, autoethnography serves to highlight my own history and
experiences as a member of the punk community and how I have successfully applied the punk
ethos as an educator within my own classroom, serving as synthesizing contextual data that
further realizes this pedagogical development. For the portion of my dissertation concerning
developing punk as a formalized pedagogy to be applied in urban educational settings, I am a
participant in the study as well as the researcher, as so warranted by the autoethnographic
approach (Anderson, 2006; Forber-Pratt, 2015; Fraenkel et al., 2015; Hoppes, 2014; Litchman,
2013). Not only is autoethnography an appropriate research method because of my involvement
in the punk community, but also because the demographic of students I teach and the district in
which I teach are those from an urban center that is directly affected by intersecting logics of
domination. My role as an urban punk educator meets Anderson’s (2006) criteria of analytic
autoethnography in that I have membership within the research setting (i.e., an urban school
district), which allows for the development of theoretical understandings of broader social
phenomena (i.e., the effects historically developed and enacted value hierarchies have upon
urban education and how punk as an educational pedagogy can address these effects).
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Autoethnography is also appropriate for answering my research questions because by
taking on the dual role of researcher and participant, I analyze the sociocultural context and
discourse of my research from an immediate perspective (Saukko, 2003). My experiences as a
punk educator in an urban district are interpreted and analyzed within the specific context of
various intersecting discourses of domination, such as neoliberalism, capitalism, meritocracy,
individualism, classism, and racism. Through the analysis of any hidden meanings that may be
present within my own experiences in this context (Litchman, 2013), I explore and evaluate the
applications of punk pedagogy, as autoethnography simultaneously allows me to cognize my
experiences through the multiple layers of reality and consciousness that exist within such
discourses and institutions (Ellis & Bochner, 2007 as cited in Hoppes, 2014; Forber-Pratt, 2015).
High-Quality Autoethnography
We're gonna fight it till the end and we won't be beat down again
Your culture's fed into our veins, your preaching tyranny and hate
To follow in your footsteps would be hypocrisy
So now's the time to fight for our beliefs
—A Global Threat, “American Culture”
Defining and describing what constitutes high-quality autoethnography can at times be
challenging and problematic, especially when it comes to designating an operational
characterization to the concepts of reliability—the extent to which a measurement or procedure
yields the same answer however and whenever it is carried out—and validity—the extent to
which a measurement or procedure yields the correct information—for the description of these
terms ordinarily provided by non-qualitative researchers and scientists are positivist in nature and
rarely are appropriate or relevant to the ways qualitative researchers, including autoethnographic
researchers, conduct their work (Ellis, Adams, & Bochner, 2011; Kirk & Miller, 1986). Yet, for
the autoethnographer, reliability and validity still hold specific meanings. According to Denzin
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(2014), reliability is the researcher’s credibility as a writer-performer-observer. This credibility
comes from the author’s ability to correctly remember and describe events. Readers should not
need to question whether or not the report they read is fictional or a truthful account of events. In
this case, narrative truth is “based on how a story is used, understood, and responded to”
(Denzin, 2014, p. 70). Validity on the other hand, also according to Denzin (2014), denotes that
the autoethnographic research has verisimilitude—it should evoke within readers “a feeling that
the experience described is true, coherent, believable, and connects the reader to the writer’s
world” (p. 70); as such, a text’s claim to authority (i.e., its validity) “can only be given internally,
by the claims and spaces it makes and offers to the reader” (p. 82).
When it comes to autoethnography and qualitative research, Kirk and Miller (1986) assert
that validity is not about hair-splitting data down to the decimal, but instead a question of
whether or not a researcher sees what they think they see—the measurement procedures of
autoethnography often exhibit theoretical or construct validity, which is when there is substantial
evidence that the observations of the researcher or researchers rightly corresponds to an
identified theoretical paradigm, for it is the responsibility of the autoethnographic researcher to
do just this, to strengthen the validity of their research by juxtaposing it to preestablished and
firmly grounded theory and data (Adams, Jones, & Ellis, 2015; Chang, 2016; Denzin, 2014;
Jones et al., 2016). Using such theory in tandem with a proper evaluation of the data at hand will
strengthen the validity of autoethnography and qualitative data only if the reliability of the
research and observations can be proven as well. The reliability of autoethnographic research
fundamentally depends on unambiguously describing the observational procedures, procedures
within qualitative research that typically entail the recording of some form of reaction from some
entity in response to some stimulus (Kirk & Miller, 1986).
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One primary goal in autoethnographic research is to avoid quixotic reliability, which is
when only the investigator manages to observe the data under investigation and evaluation.
Therefore, reliability in such qualitative research, just like validity, is most meaningful when
referenced alongside some preestablished theory. To strengthen the validity and reliability of
one’s work, both ethnographers and autoethnographers alike should keep detailed fieldnotes.
These fieldnotes, or in the case of autoethnography an autoethnographic journal, intrinsically
involve the investigator, and without the information garnered from these sources readers will be
unable to make any meaningful interpretations because the status of relevant information is left
unspecified (Kirk & Miller, 1986). As such, these notes reinforce the validity and reliability of a
study only if investigators ethically report only those events that actually happened to them
within the field (Adams et al., 2015; Chang, 2016; Denzin, 2014; Kirk & Miller, 1986).
As validity and reliability hold varying descriptions compared to quantitative research, it
is necessary in autoethnographic research that the investigator is clear about the goals they intend
to explore and wish to achieve. Adams et al. (2015) describe the following four goals of all
autoethnographic research, goals that if met will solidify both the validity and reliability of the
observations and assertions made; these goals are (a) making contributions to knowledge; (b)
valuing the personal and experiential; (c) demonstrating the power, craft, and responsibilities of
stories and storytelling; and (d) taking a relationally responsible approach to research practice
and representation. In order to make a contribution to knowledge, Adams et al. (2105) assert that
there should be an extension of existing knowledge and research. Contributing to knowledge also
includes valuing the nuanced and insider insights that autoethnography offers as compared to
other methods and practices. Autoethnography should also reflect on and create understanding
about identities, relationships, and/or experiences as a way to share individual reflections and
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understandings with other people. The second goal of valuing the personal and experiential
means that the researcher not only includes the perspective of the self, including their vulnerable
selves, in their research, but they do so in the context of culture in order to explore experience as
a means of insight about social life. Validity is reinforced through this vulnerability as
autoethnographic researchers should not censor information from their audiences. To
demonstrate the power and responsibilities of storytelling, goal three, researchers must
accurately and honestly apply reflexivity, which includes acknowledging and critiquing the
researcher’s place as well as their privileges in society. If a research is unable to acknowledge
and critique their place and privileges, they effectively undermine the validity and reliability of
the information they hope to present. Finally, researchers take a relationally responsible approach
to research practice and representation by working towards making research relationships
collaborative and reciprocal, as well as making research accessible to a variety of readers. If any
part of these four goals is absent from an autoethnographic project, the validity and reliability,
and in effect a researcher’s credibility, will more than likely be called into question.
As previously mentioned, it is essential that high-quality autoethnography transcends the
researcher presenting a mere self-narrative and instead engages in cultural analysis and
interpretation. To do so, autoethnographers must support their arguments with broad-based data,
complimenting the internal data gathered from the writer’s memory with the external data of
outside sources in order to provide bases for triangulation, which will help enhance the overall
accuracy of content and the validity of the writing as a whole (Chang, 2016). High-quality
autoethnography is a way to both “look up” and to “look in” to that which is hidden that exists
within cultures, societies, and relationships (Taber 2010). In other words, high-quality
autoethnography must move beyond the mere surface of that which can be observed and instead
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delve into the interpretations as to what these observable interactions mean and represent. Hence,
autoethnography is a way of analyzing cultural concepts from the inside out (Saukko, 2003). In
order to make the perceptions of the observer-researcher most meaningful and valid, they should,
as previously mentioned, engage in the reflexive approach to autoethnographic research.
Reflexivity is mandatory towards reaching a high-quality autoethnography that is both
valid and reliable. To be fully reflexive, autoethnographers must be cognizant not only of their
positions and privileges within the context of their research, but they must also be aware of how
their emotions come into play writing autoethnographic accounts, for just as with ethnographic
fieldworkers, autoethnographers are neither neutral nor are they unaffected by what they observe
(Marti, 2017). For autoethnography, this reinforces the notion that the researcher must be willing
to be in a state of vulnerability in order to be as reflexive as possible (Adams et al., 2015; Chang,
2016; Denzin, 2014; Jones et al., 2016) so that they can identify how their emotions may be
affecting their biases, their positionality, and their privileges that may be either overtly
represented or hidden within the stories and data they present. As Marti (2017) affirms, this
reflexivity and the reflexive approach supports high-quality autoethnography because it “can
give depth to the data collection and provide greater insights. It can result in a richer and more
nuanced view of the culture under study” (p. 111). To be self-reflective and to be vulnerable,
while necessary to create a high-quality autoethnography, can often be one of the most difficult
tasks to achieve because it opens the researcher as an individual up to analysis, critique, and
criticism on behalf of all their readers, be they academics, community members, or even a level
of self-criticism that is entailed with this particular type of research.
Adams et al. (2015) argue that the nuances of autoethnography do not easily translate to
experiments, surveys, or questionnaires like those grounded in quantitative methods or methods
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rooted in the traditional scientific design; however, there is still a common set of priorities,
concerns, and ways of doing research that constitute high-quality autoethnography. First, as
already discussed, high-quality autoethnography is based on personal experiences. It cannot be
overlooked, however, that unlike other forms of research, with autoethnography a researcher’s
subjectivity plays a crucial role—autoethnographic researchers must analyze their subjectivity
throughout the research process, including before their research actually begins, so that they can
present their audience with writing that is honest, reliable, and valid. If a researcher does not
foreground their personal experiences in their research and writing, then unconscious and even
conscious biases will overshadow the sociocultural contexts they wish to illustrate. Such
foregrounding is directly connected to the a researcher’s reflexivity—by taking seriously one’s
positionality within culture and scholarship, researchers become cognizant of how their
experiences, identities, and relationships influence their present work so as to explicitly
acknowledge the power dynamics that exist within their work.
Next, Adams et al. (2015) state that autoethnographers must focus on illustrating the
“sense-making” process. By offering complex insider accounts of how and why certain events
are important, autoethnographers effectively offer their own perspective in hopes that others can
use it to make sense of similar experiences. The perspectives offered by autoethnographers
should not just be about any experience in any context from any time; instead, high-quality
autoethnography offers readers an insider knowledge of a cultural phenomenon or experience.
There is a fine line between one’s perspective and one’s knowledge—in order to increase the
validity of autoethnography, researchers must prove through their writing that they are experts on
the topics they are covering; it is not simply about what one saw happen, it is about knowing
what those events meant and how they relate to the broader sociocultural sphere of knowledge.
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Though autoethnography does involve the researcher-as-insider providing interpretations of
cultural phenomenon and experiences, such interpretations still allow autoethnographers to
cultivate an “epistemology of insiderness” that allows them to describe experiences in a way that
outside observers and researchers never could (Reinharz, 1992). Such knowledge, in order to
foster high-quality autoethnography, can be used to call attention to commonly held assumptions
about the cultural contexts of various phenomena (Adams et al., 2015).
High-quality autoethnography not only describes cultural norms, experiences, and
practices, but it critiques them as well. According to Adams et al. (2015), “autoethnographers
intentionally use personal experience to create nuanced, complex, and comprehensive accounts
of cultural norms, experiences, and practices” in order to facilitate and offer a critique “of
cultural life by encouraging readers to think about taken-for-granted norms, experiences, and
practices in new, unique, complicated, and challenging ways” (p. 32). This way, high-quality
autoethnography facilitates societal change and creates space for a certain level of accountability
on behalf of the reader in cultural life. Finally, these authors assert that a goal of all high-quality
autoethnography should be that autoethnographers seek reciprocal responses from their audience.
As such, research is not treated as stagnant, but instead a conscious act where readers and
audiences actively participate with researchers in order to work through what various
experiences show, tell, and mean. By “reciprocity,” autoethnography seeks reciprocal responses
from the audiences who engage with a researcher’s work marked by mutual responsibility and
care (Adams et al., 2015), through which both the story-teller and the listener mutually honor and
respect each other’s interpretations and reactions to a given event or experience. By addressing
each of these goals, priorities, and concerns, all of which play a part in designing a fullyfunctioning autoethnographic experiment, autoethnographers are more likely to present
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audiences with a piece of scholarship and writing that is both valid and reliable, giving readers
less reason to call into question the authenticity, accuracy, and overall content of one’s
autoethnographic research.
Critical Discourse Analysis
There’s a difference between existing and being alive
Let’s create something new and take back our lives.
—Career Soldiers, “Passion for Destruction”
Critical discourse analysis is essential when answering my dissertation questions due to
its applicability to the analysis of autoethnography, and also because of my dissertation’s focus
on discourses of domination. By focusing on discourse analytically as a key tenet of my
dissertation, including an analysis of my own autoethnographic narrative, I am able to scrutinize
how such philosophies have been created through the intersection of linguistically-created ideas,
how these ideas take on the function of truth within various systems (e.g., education), as well as
how these ideas take on the form of sociocultural practices and how the resulting effects and
functions develop within various contexts (Martusewicz et al., 2015). Because discourses and
logics of domination result in ways of doing and knowing that essentially create top-down
socioeconomic power dynamics (see Bauman, 2015, and Lipman, 2011), critical discourse
analysis proves appropriate for such an exploration in that it allows for an evaluation of the
political moments in which language resides, and how such discourse mediates privilege and
power dynamics among sociocultural relationships, histories, and institutions (Luke, 1995;
Jackson & Mazzei, 2012; Litchman, 2013; Rogers et al., 2005).
As Noddings (2016) explains, critical discourse analysis engages with struggles and
movements in which dialogic participants are constantly immersed in the context of their
historical situations. Therefore, this method allows not only for an analysis of texts and language
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with the intent of exploring how and why various discourses developed from a political and
historical perspective, but this method will also serve as a bridge that allows me to synthesize my
conceptualization of punk pedagogy with those politicized socioeconomic dilemmas faced within
urban education today. Just as the application of autoethnographic methods is necessary in
formulating an anti-domineering punk pedagogy, applying a critical discourse analysis to the
historical and contemporary cultural context of the punk subculture is likewise necessary in order
to discern why the discourse of punk is an appropriate antithesis to discourses of domination,
with specific regard to educational contexts, beliefs, and processes. This includes identifying any
gaps or limits within the discourse of punk, as well as a critical reflection of my own storytelling
through the autoethnographic process.
Critical discourse analysis is also appropriate because such an analysis and any
interventions that ensue thereof must consider sociocultural change and conflict as well as the
capacities of educators within political issues of access and equity (Williams, 1992). Thus,
applying such methods, according to Luke (1995), can tell a great deal about how teachers’ and
students’—as participants within the context of my dissertation questions—dialogic practices
shape and construct policies, rules, knowledge, and definitions of success within and outside of
schools and classrooms. Because one such discourse analyzed, neoliberalism, contains its own
sociopolitical and economic discourses, critical discourse analysis allows for an examination of
how neoliberalism affects the definitions and practices of education in urban settings, how it
constitutes its own way of knowing, and the effects such ways of knowing have upon the
students and teachers who are a part of this environment, recognizing the connection between
neoliberalism, privilege, and domination, all while drawing upon the conceptualization of punk
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pedagogy as a justice-oriented solution that aims to flatten the power hierarchies that logics of
domination uphold as truth.
Critical discourse analysis is also used to formally formulate the six unifying pillars I
identify as necessary towards defining punk as its own unique pedagogy. A random selection of
100 songs from a catalog of over 10,000 punk songs was analyzed so as to answer how punk
pedagogy is defined, including social, political, and individual characteristics that compose each
definition. Such characteristics include aspects of the punk scene including fashion, music,
sociopolitical views, and anti-conformity. As a part of this analysis, the sources were compared
and contrasted in order to identify any underlying similarities and differences that exist among
individual artist definitions and individual defining characteristics. In order to answer the
questions of what constitutes a punk pedagogy as well as why this pedagogy is a necessity, I
completed a thematic textual analysis of all data and research gathered (i.e., song lyrics and
published literature and art), which included aspects of discourse and deconstructive analysis.
The methods of textual and discourse analysis are applied to the context of this study because, as
Charmaz (2006) indicates, people “construct texts for specific purposes and they do so within
social, economic, historical, cultural, and situational contexts,” and as a result the created texts
“draw on particular discourses and provide accounts that record, explore, explain, justify, or
foretell actions” (p. 35). Thus, discourse analysis serves as an integral framework that was used
to analyze and explicate upon the social significance of the research questions under study.
Discourse analysis focuses primarily on written or spoken language, its relationship with
society, how meaning is constructed as a result of this relationship, and a recognition that power
dynamics are integral in the creation and legitimation of meaning (Fairclough, 1993; Jackson &
Mazzei, 2012; Saukko, 2003). For my purposes, discourse analysis was applied to the lyrics of
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the randomly collected songs in order to analyze and interpret how these texts are “constructive
of social formations, communities, and individuals’ social identities” as well as used to “critique
and challenge dominant institutional practices” (Luke, 1995, pp. 9-10). A central task and
objective to using discourse analysis, according to McHoul and Luke (1989), is to “theorize and
study the micropolitics of discourse, to examine actual patterns of language use with some
degree of detail and explicitness but in ways that reconnect instances of local discourse with
salient political, economic, and cultural formations” (as cited in Luke, 1995, p. 11). Each of the
stated research questions in this study are rooted within political, economic, and cultural
formations, intertwined as well with the social and educational. In other words, punk is political.
Discourse analysis as a theoretical lens allows me to recognize any such present socio-historical
actions both explicitly and implicitly stated within the language of the data under study
(Fairclough, 1993). Therefore, this methodology looks towards the effects of any present
dualisms, gaps, similarities, and differences within my data, how the interplay of these traits
interact with each other in order to create meaning, and how these discourses create and shape
categories, themes, and patterns within my analysis.
By utilizing Jacques Derrida’s deconstructivist lens, I next ask: What is not present in
definitions and frameworks of punk rock? According to Jackson and Mazzei (2012),
deconstruction is “not a reading that is about the event, but the actual happening that jars things
and pushes them off balance just enough to keep things moving, thus enabling transformation”
(p. 20). They further elaborate that deconstruction “is not simply a reversal of the binary” nor
“merely a critique of that meaning which has become arrested” or “a substitution for another
truth”; instead, it is a “destabilization that creates a gap that allows the trace, something other, to
insert itself in the crack” (p. 28). While these punk rock songs all have an intended overt
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message, deconstruction allows me to, in a sense, read between the lines so as to identify what is
“actually happening” from social, cultural, and political perspectives. This provides a vital
contribution to my analysis in that those characteristics and variables, be they, social, political, or
even educational not present within these texts implicitly highlight what various authors and
organizations define as punk rock. Here we see the intersection between autoethnography and
critical discourse analysis. While achieving the goal of analyzing and identifying themes from
the sampling of punk rock songs, themes that are overtly stated as well as those that exist
“between the lines,” I simultaneously analyze through an autoethnographic lens how these songs
impacted me both as an individual as well as my practices as a teacher, utilizing critical
discourse analysis again to analyze my own narrative and to identify what discursive patterns
exist within my own stories and experiences.
In order to define the truly intricate nature of punk pedagogy, it is necessary to analyze
the content of each text for sociopolitical thematic elements. Possible a priori themes include
those related to race, class, gender, neoliberal market-based structures, and various other
hierarchical ideologies. Here, discourse analysis as well as feminist perspective (see hooks,
2015) are drawn upon, for these perspectives are “often cognizant of issues of power and
authority that might affect the research process” (Hesse-Biber, 2007, p. 147), as well as
recognize issues of power and authority that may be implicit within the texts and data. HesseBiber (2007) indicates that it is this type of research that is “committed to getting at the
subjugated knowledge that often lies hidden from mainstream knowledge building” (p. 147).
While the texts utilized in this study are “mainstreamed” in that they are available for public
consumption and listenership, the use of discourse analysis, deconstruction, feminist theory all
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serve to frame the lyrics of each song in such a way as to represent those who are rarely given
voice and perspective in regard to their own lived experiences.
Coding
I’m headed for a breakdown/I’m heading for a wall
My mind’s in confusion/Time starts to stall
Right and left/It’s all the same
All caught up in the numbers game.
—Cheap Sex, “Headed for a Breakdown”
After randomly selecting 100 punk rock songs from a catalog of over 10,000, the coding
process consisted of a set of a priori codes, including characteristics that may contribute to
themes of race, class, gender, ability, and various other sociopolitical variables. Initial coding
strategies implemented throughout this phase of the research process allows for the breakdown
of qualitative data into discrete parts in order to closely examine them and compare them for
similarities and differences (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 102, as cited in Saldaña, 2016, p. 115).
Using such coding strategies as an initial approach to the texts and data under investigation as a
part of this study allowed me to, as indicated by Charmaz (2014), remain open to more than just
a singular theoretical direction as suggested by my interpretations and analysis of the data (as
cited in Saldaña, 2016, p. 115). While various a priori codes are used during this phase of my
study, I remained open to emergent codes as my coding, analysis, and interpretation ensued.
These a priori codes were primarily constructed from my own autoethnographic
knowledge of the punk scene—e.g., anger, aggression, rebellion—as well as codes that represent
particular knowledge from the literature on punk pedagogy already written. However, upon my
initial read-through of my first data set—codes gathered from 100 randomly chosen punk
songs—I found my focus on a priori codes to be too restrictive and confining. Therefore, while I
still had these particular codes, ideas, themes, and categories in mind, I decided to conduct an
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initial read-through of my data set without looking for any particular a priori code, instead
simply identifying all characteristics used by each band to overtly describe their specific ideas
about the punk scene and community. From there, my categorization process began.
My initial code list, generated from this first read/listen-through of punk lyrics, consisted
of over 50 separate codes, most identified through in vivo coding—these 50 codes were based
upon the actual words and phrases rooted in the language of the data sets (Saldaña, 2016). With
the first draft of my coding list established, I conducted a second read/listen-through of all data
sets. The juxtaposition of the initial code list with the data sets (i.e., song lyrics) allowed for me
to identify overlapping themes and ideas within the context of the texts themselves. This
permitted the categorization stage of my coding process to ensue. I conducted three more
complete read/listen-throughs of each data set, rearranging, re-categorizing, and rewording my
codes and categories until establishing my current revised code list, which consists six primary
codes each with a various number of sub-codes. These six codes include: Active Resistance, AntiDomination, Anti-Conformity, Emotional Guidance, Anti-Violence, and Tension and Balance.
The six identified codes as well as their adjoining sub-codes, each relate directly to all
presented research questions under analysis within the scope of this study. Each code allows me
to first identify how each punk artist defines the scene to which they belong and represent. Next,
after identifying the how, I am able to more clearly ascertain why these groups decided to include
such defining details in their songs. The synthesis of these two questions and the ensuing
analysis involved in answering them allowed me to move towards the primary question of this
study: What is punk pedagogy and what can it offer to the world of urban education defined by
intersecting discourses of domination? A critical discourse analysis of the coded data allows for a
reading and evaluation of the data on multiple levels: at the micro level, each artist is analyzed in
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regard to what they overtly define, while at the macro level my analysis based on the synthesis
and interpretation of the identified codes explicates upon why punk pedagogy is a necessary
ethos to adopt now more than any time ever.
Refer to the Appendix B for the operational definitions of the six pillars of punk
pedagogy, and Appendices C and D for the initial code list and revised code list.
Epistemological Connections to Punk Philosophy
And we rock because it’s us against them
We found our own reasons to sing/and it’s so much less confusing
When lines are drawn like that/When people are either consumers or revolutionaries
Enemies or friends hanging on the fringes/Of the cogs in the system
It’s just about knowing where everyone stands.
—Against Me!, “Those Anarcho Punks Are Mysterious”
The epistemologies of autoethnography and critical discourse align directly to the ethos
and tenets of the punk community, as well as with my formulation of an actualized punk
pedagogy. When considering the connections between autoethnography to punk as a subculture
as well as punk as a pedagogy, emotion is one of the most prominent similarities that illustrates
how the world of research methods collides with punk philosophy. Anonymous (2005) describes
the function of emotion within punk as follows:
Emotion is the core of punk. It derives from a place of honesty and frustration that
refuses to hide the feelings that are so much a part of being human. And while the
etiquette of popular culture encourages composure and the dulling if not burying of what
is really felt unless it is pleasant or sentimental, punks choose to let it all come out,
whether pretty or profane. Safety is not an issue…Rather, punk culture celebrates the
liberating and therefore empowering effects of unbridled passion. (p. 362)
Contained in this functionality of emotion within the punk ethos rests multiple parallels to the
epistemological functioning of emotion in autoethnographic methods.
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Although many would not think of such a descriptor when considering the punk
community, a level of emotional vulnerability is present among the members of this subculture.
Emotional honesty is likewise necessary in order for such expressions to occur. As punk
celebrates the liberating and empowering effects of emotional passion, autoethnography as a
research method also depends on an emotional epistemology—where punks produce
representations of their emotions in outwardly tangible forms, the music genre of punk rock
being the most notable as well as various DIY mediums such as independent zines and fashion
designs, autoethnographic researchers also rely upon emotion in order for readers to experience
the feelings of others (Denzin, 1997, as cited in Anderson, 2006). Autoethnography requires
making oneself vulnerable through exposure, exposure of one’s strengths, weaknesses, innermost
thoughts, and allowing oneself to be criticized by others (Forber-Pratt, 2015). Punk and
autoethnography require such levels of vulnerability in which one faces the possibilities of
criticism and scrutiny, both with the intention of providing authenticity and voice to counteract
the hegemonic structures of the mainstream, voices that otherwise may never be heard.
Autoethnographic epistemologies also express the tenets of punk philosophy due to their
similarities regarding the do-it-yourself (DIY) mentality. According to Relles and Clemens
(2017), the DIY production and distribution methods used by punks represent a process shaped
by a friction between independent action and the dominant system. This concept reinforces
Forber-Pratt’s (2015) depiction of the challenges autoethnography faces as a valid and legitimate
research method within academia, along with the fact that to enact autoethnography, a researcher
is essentially engaging in a DIY model by taking on the dual role of the researcher as well as the
participant (Hoppes, 2014). By applying a DIY mentality through the use of autoethnography,
this research method continues to reinforce the punk ethos in that it “might undergird the
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pedagogies of non-formal education to provide individuals with skills, perspectives and attributes
that enable them to assume control over their own lives, and to find alternative strategies for
integration and empowerment” (Santos & Guerra, 2018, p. 210). The importance of DIY in punk
and in autoethnography alike is that it affords this level of control that legitimizes the voices,
knowledge, and experiences of all individuals, regardless of formalized roles, positions, and
titles. Fundamentally, DIY allows anyone to take on an active participatory role, a role that
builds resiliency and liberation through authenticity, deconstruction, and reconstruction of
traditional sociocultural functions (Masino Drass, 2016).
My own autoethnographic process mirrors these epistemological tenets, especially
concerning those of emotion and vulnerability. Writing about the times punk pedagogy has been
successful in my career was easy, and although highlighting one’s strengths is a characteristic of
autoethnography, at times I felt as if I was being too self-congratulatory. This was because I was
not allowing myself to be self-reflexive and emotionally vulnerable to dissect those times
opposite to those positive experiences. I had to probe my innermost thoughts, those that make me
uncomfortable, in order to be self-reflective enough to recognize times where punk pedagogy let
me down or times where I succumbed to discourses of modernity and the reinforcement of value
hierarchies within my classroom. For example, when I detail my interactions with my student
Dontez and how I, as his teacher, further damaged his educational experiences and potentially his
own view of himself, this makes my gut wrench with feelings of guilt and shame. Similarly,
when I think back to losing my job early on in my career, I needed to open myself up to selfcriticism as well as criticism from my readers in order to detail these events. Being fully exposed
was the most difficult part of the autoethnographic process for me. Because I am detailing punk
as a theoretical pedagogy I would like to see applied in classrooms, I know I still lean heavily on
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the positive aspects of my own experiences, but I know I need to continue to find the joys that
can come from such openness and the criticism that may occur as a result. The empowering
effects of being emotional not only highlight the power of autoethnography, but being emotional
also represents the vehicle through which punks choose to transmit their ideas and ethos, whether
through anger or love. Placing one’s self under a microscope is never an easy task, but I know I
have strengthened my own skills and beliefs as an educator by engaging in the self-reflexive
process that is necessary when conducting a true autoethnography.
Likewise, the epistemological grounding of critical discourse analysis is significantly
suited when considering the applications and function of punk pedagogy, most closely related to
punk’s relationship with anarchist theory. Primarily, there are prominent connections between
punk and critical discourse when considering their focus on sociocultural and political contexts,
knowledge formation, and power dynamics. Both critical discourse and punk ethos are concerned
with how, why, and for who power is situated. Just as Rogers et al. (2005) describe the focus of
discourse analysis as the function of language as a cultural tool that facilitates the relationships
of power between social interactions, structures, and knowledge institutions, so too do the
anarchist politics that inform the punk subculture include critiques of power, including critiques
of the state, hierarchies, institutionalized power structures, and illegitimate authority (DeLeon,
2008). While critical discourse analysis understands that all language and texts and the usage of
any such dialogic forms are political acts situated in such historical power relationships
(Fairclough, 1993; Luke, 1995; Noddings, 2016; Rogers et al., 2005; Waitt, 2005), a punk
pedagogy informed by anarchist theory also understands that sociocultural, psychological, moral,
and educational norms are embedded in the political structures of capitalist ideologies (DeLeon,
2008). Effectually, both punk and critical discourse analysis recognize that within their
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respective contexts, there are inherent power dynamics, dualisms, and hierarchies that exist
within sociocultural beliefs and practices that are grounded in historicized and systematic
processes that cannot be ignored or avoided.
Critical discourse and punk pedagogy both analyze and interpret the presence of such
power dynamics within a social justice framework. When conceptualizing any theory that is
deemed “critical”—be it pedagogy, discourse analysis, punk, or anarchist theory—Logue and
Mayo (2009) argue that there must be a foregrounding in political endeavors. Regarding punk as
a critical pedagogical philosophy, Smith, Dines, and Parkinson (2017) describe how punk has
more often than not channeled its disruptive tendencies in tandem with emancipatory aspirations
for marginalized or silenced voices in order to achieve such a social justice agenda (p. 2).
Similarly, Torrez (2012) describes punk pedagogy as a demonstration of various social justice
ideologies, including equity, rebellion, solidarity, and collaboration (p. 135), where membership
is synonymous with an acute social and political awareness (Smith et al., 2017, p. 29).
These tenets of an anarchist-informed punk pedagogy reinforce those social justiceoriented characteristics of critical discourse analysis described by Luke (1995) in that the
epistemology of critical discourse analysis establishes how dialogic formulations of knowledge
have varying and unequal material effects dependent upon whose formulations come to be
regarded as more valuable than others’ in institutional settings due to larger political investments
and interests (p. 12). By identifying such investments and interests, Luke continues by indicating
how critical discourse analysis allows for educators and students alike to generate agency by
providing them with tools to identify such dialogic power dynamics as well as the effects they
have upon the social and natural world. This agency is an act of liberation that, ideally, in the
vein of punk pedagogy, can be utilized to identify the constructive moments of such dialogic
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power, expanding beyond identification to a form of active restitution and reconciliation of the
injustices such discursive power dynamics create and reinforce.
Punk pedagogy and critical discourse analysis also share tenets of symbolic
representations. Critical discourse epistemology looks at texts as moments when language
connected to other semiotic systems is used for symbolic exchanges used by humans within
social institutions to construct social actions and relations (Luke, 1995). Similarly, punk as a
pedagogy interrogates and deconstructs texts, symbols, icons, and cultures (Kahn-Egan, 1998).
Not only does the pedagogical form of punk investigate symbolic exchanges among texts and
culture just like critical discourse analysis, it also engages in active symbolic exchanges within
the community of its anti-mainstream subculture. Levine and Stumpf (1983) designate punk as a
reflective subculture in that membership to this community involves the exchange of cultural
symbols and statements with mainstream culture in order to illuminate those central features with
which they disagree, such as neoliberalism, capitalism, racism, sexism, and all such centricoriented sociocultural prejudicial practices and beliefs. By the same token, where critical
discourse acknowledges that language and all dialogic systems bear political contexts and
motivations, so too is punk, a carrier of aesthetic, cultural, political, and symbolic meanings
(Santos & Guerra, 2018, p. 221), particularly when considering the semiotic traits of the punk
subculture’s main linguistic mode of communication—punk rock music and lyrics.
The music and lyrics of punk are perhaps the most externally poignant representation of
those political, social, cultural, and historical contexts in which critical discourse theorists assert
language is situated. Designating punk rock as a situated semiotic exchange, Kafara (2018)
describes how this music is a source of learning, where the act of listening creates opportunities
to construct social, cultural, and political meanings; this engagement exposes the listeners of
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punk rock to alternative history narratives that grapple with mainstream perspectives and
curricula (pp. 118-119). Kafara’s depiction of the functionality music has within the punk
community imitates a process similar to that which critical discourse analysts take when
examining texts and language: meaning is a construction of social, cultural, and political contexts
grounded in history and open to multiple narratives and perspectives that allow listeners, readers,
researchers, students, teachers, citizens, and any linguistic participant to engage with the power
dynamics language both intrinsically and extrinsically holds. Ultimately, the intellectual utility of
punk asks participants to treat all epistemologies subversively and relativistically (Parkinson,
2017), just as critical discourse analysis asks participants to pay credence to the contextualization
of political histories and power relationships that inexorably reside within language.
Procedures
It’s a wheel of betrayal/It’s a static emotion
It’s the will to survive/With an inborn devotion
It’s the courage to change/And admit your mistakes
It’s the chance to rise up/With the raising of stakes
It’s your consciousness/And the guilt you must feel
It’s the time to stand up/And take back your raw deals.
—Star Fucking Hipsters, “Empty Lives”
The first stage of my dissertation was to analyze and interpret intersecting discourses of
domination within the education system of the United States and specifically urban schools,
including an analysis of how seminal anarchism relates to and addresses such conditions.
Second, I formulated the six pillars of a comprehensive punk pedagogy through the textual
coding process; then, I theorize punk pedagogy’s applications to the state of education within
such a culture, finished by an overall discussion and conclusions made during the research and
development process. To define punk, I began by conducting a critical discourse analysis of the
historical literature surrounding punk, including but not limited to published oral accounts of the
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punk community, historical publications, media publications, and punk rock music, all gathered
from academic databases as well as that data which is available within the public domain. The
focus of this analysis is upon how language functioning as a cultural tool mediates relationships
of power and privilege in social interactions, systems and institutions, and bodies of knowledge
(Rogers et al., 2005). Because punk, as described previously, is a subculture rooted in sociopolitical activism and rebellion, it is a necessity that I conduct such a critical analysis of punk’s
political underpinnings as an integral step towards formulating a definition of punk and therefore
punk pedagogy. In this case, seminal and contemporary anarchist theory was analyzed and
synthesized with the empirical data collected on the punk community as a segue into an
extrapolation and analysis of the overall ethos and beliefs of punk. Once such pedagogical
literature was analyzed, I conducted the thematic textual analyses of punk rock lyrics and songs
in order to firmly establish the pillars of punk rock.
Throughout this entire stage, punk rock lyrics—punk rock being the most outward
expression of punk ethos (Kafara, 2018; O’Hara, 1999)—serve as the thread that holds my
analysis and definition together. A random sampling of punk bands and artists spanning from the
1960s until present—including purposive sub-samples that include punk bands and artists with
regard to variables such as race, gender, economic status, and region/origin—was made in order
to conduct this thematic analysis. In order to accurately and meaningfully interpret and apply
punk lyrics to this empirical process, I conducted various rounds of thematic coding (see
Saldaña, 2016) in order to not only identify, but also to evaluate the ethos and belief systems of
the punk culture. By synthesizing my definition of punk with pedagogy, I focused on gathering
and critically analyzing empirical pedagogical literature to which punk holds strong
epistemological connections. Such pedagogies include various critical pedagogies such as
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Critical Hip-Hop Pedagogy (see Akom, 2009; Fischer, 2002; Morrell & Duncan-Andrade, 2002),
pedagogies of the oppressed (Freire, 2018), pedagogies of resistance (Giroux, 1984), and
democratic pedagogies (Apple & Beane, 2007).
Before the applications of punk pedagogy could be explored, it was necessary for me to
fully analyze the context of the origins of the problem from where my research questions are
grounded—the logics of domination, discourses, and value hierarchies that exist within
contemporary American culture. Pedagogical connections between such discourses and critical
theories, such as race and gender theories, were analyzed, as well as the effects the intersection
of these discourses produce with specific focus upon the context of urban education. Through the
application of autoethnography, I use my own narrative to establish how I have encountered
domination and injustice both in and outside of educational settings. Utilizing critical discourse
analysis, I analyze how various subjugating discourses have impacted my life as a teacher and as
a member of the punk community. I then synthesized my findings of the first two stages together
in order to produce specific applications of punk pedagogy and how these applications serve to
rectify the social and educational injustices, inequalities, and inequities produced by the
historical development, justification, and naturalization of domination. Topics covered include:
educator ethos and educational philosophies, specific classroom applications (e.g., instructional
practices, classroom culture, curriculum), building and district level applications (e.g., building
and district-specific rules and policies), applications for educational policy, as well as teacher
preparation.
The fourth and final stage is an overall discussion concerning the processes I engaged in
to develop punk pedagogy and its applications, further justifying the significance of this new
theoretical construct, as well as critiquing the limitations that present with punk pedagogy. Final
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conclusions and further steps are discussed and theorized in detail, indicating additional
functions punk pedagogy may hold that were not explored within the realm of my dissertation.
Where punk rock lyrics act as the thread connecting ideas from the world of punk
education, the application of autoethnography, with specific regard to my own development and
identification within the punk scene, is the needle, synthesizing, reinforcing, and sometimes
challenging the empirical data throughout every stage of my research process. For an
autoethnography to constitute high-quality research, it must be highly personalized, but it also
must draw on the firsthand experience of the researcher from a sociological understanding
(Sparks, 2000). According to Taber (2010), knowledge within autoethnography comes from a
researcher’s ability to see what is hidden within one’s own experiences—it comes from “the
need to speak of lived, subordinate and silenced experiences…and the need to critically analyze
those social discourses…which have defined those experiences” (Saukko, 2003, p. 85). This
methodology serves as the pathway leading from the first step of my dissertation process—
establishing a comprehensive definition of punk—to the final step: applying this definition
within an educational world permeated by intersecting discourses of domination.
Within autoethnography, knowledge and meaning are rooted in the lived experiences that
compose the identity of each individual researcher. By exploring one’s own identity,
autoethnography facilitates in a researcher’s ability to formulate knowledge and meaning
through the development of their own voice, voice in this context meaning their ability to capture
multiple outer and inner dialogues while considering any and all possible articulations that can
be given to all such lived experiences (Forber-Pratt, 2015). Even though autoethnographic stories
are valid in their own right and therefore need not be concerned with defending validity (ForberPratt, 2015), there are steps I take in order to situate my experiences as a punk pedagogue and by
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extension punk as a legitimate critical pedagogy while simultaneously ensuring an empirically
valid and reliable data collection and analysis process.
First, I kept a qualitative journal. The entries in this journal developed from multiple
catalysts. As I analyzed empirical literature throughout each stage of the process (i.e., literature
on the punk culture, my thematic coding and analysis of punk rock lyrics, critical and democratic
pedagogies, anarchist theory, etc.) I wrote narrative notes that are grounded in personal life
experiences related to the content of the current text. Next, once my narrative notes regarding a
specific text were completed, I synthesized these notes as well as extrapolated upon their content
into a full narrative vignette, related in theme and content to that particular stage of my
dissertation. Finally, upon completion of all such full-length vignettes, I analyzed my
autoethnographic experiences to further tease out any data that could potentially reinforce or
challenge not only the empirical literature gathered and integrated throughout my dissertation,
but my own thinking and development of punk as its own comprehensive pedagogy as well.
Besides those vignettes and autoethnographic experiences that derived from my
autoethnographic journal, certain experiences and narratives came directly from memory as I
wrote about the various topics included in this dissertation, from my experiences with
neoliberalism and other discourses of domination, to occurrences rooted in my career as a public
school educator, to memories about growing up in the punk community and how those stories
shaped and affected my stances on contemporary education and pedagogy. All such narratives,
those coming from my qualitative journal and those derived from memory, were critically
analyzed through the use of critical discourse analysis in order to ensure the validity, honesty,
and overall integrity of the stories told. In order to decide which parts of each story to tell, which
parts of each memory were the most relevant, I ensured that each vignette directly corresponds to
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the empirical literature it corresponds with, autoethnography serving to bring to life the
previously published research I cite to strengthen my argument and vice versa. The intersection
of critical discourse analysis allows for me to illustrate how various discourses not only affect
the research on domination, anarchy, and punk rock, but critical discourse analysis also allows
me to unpack how various discourses impact my own narrative as well.
Being able to effectively analyze narratives in this type of research allows for an
exploration of intrapersonal and interpersonal participant experiences that lead to an
understanding of the human condition—such an analysis is also applicable during the
autoethnographic process because, diverse in methodology (e.g., thematic, structural, dialogic,
performative), narrative and narrative analysis are suitable for inquiries involving identity
development as well as sociocultural meanings and values (Saldaña, 2016). Similarly, in order to
create and understand evocative representations of fieldwork experiences, analyzing and
interpreting the types of conversations and personal meanings of key moments in exchanges
within a record or transcript proves constructive to the autoethnographic process (Goodall,
2000). As such, high-quality autoethnography, as described by Ellis and Bochner (2007), must
display multiple layers of consciousness where researchers connect the personal to the cultural
(as cited in Hoppes, 2014).
Because of autoethnography’s relationship connecting the personal and the cultural, the
process of analyzing my autoethnographic data, as well as the data I collected from academic and
public domain sources and texts, is placed within the framework of critical discourse analysis.
According to McHoul and Luke (1989), contemporary approaches to discourse analysis focus on
theorizing and studying the micropolitics of discourse in order to examine patterns of language
use with some degree of detail and explicitness, yet in ways that couple occurrences of local
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discourse with relevant political, economic, and cultural formations. Knowing and knowledge
are therefore accessed by way of an individual’s comprehension of the world around them
through such linguistic descriptions (Waitt, 2005). High-quality critical discourse analysis also
includes the socio-cognitive aspects of text production and interpretations, involving both
detailed moment-by-moment explanations of how participants produce and interpret texts, along
with the questioning of which discursive practices are being drawn upon and in what
combinations (Fairclough, 1993). According to Luke (1995), critical discourse analysis can make
transparent the devices through which texts position and manipulate readers and listeners,
bringing to light the power dynamics and sociocultural relationships imbedded between the text
and the participant. Critical discourse recognizes that there is no knowledge construction
between discourse and its participants without the presence of a political act (Luke, 1995).
This connects back to Forber-Pratt’s (2015) assertion that autoethnography involves
research vulnerability, in that I as the researcher, when analyzing my own autoethnographic data,
must be willing to expose myself to any faults, mishaps, and mistakes I committed that
contribute to the knowledge-base of punk pedagogy. This process is not about me pontificating
about what I personally believe to be right; it is about utilizing the autoethnographic process in
tandem with critical discourse to empirically justify the work and theories I present. To engage in
a critical discourse analysis of my data, both autoethnographic and empirical, I effectually
engage in a process of constant judgment-making as to what constitutes knowledge and truth,
how these concepts are formed, where and when they originate, who they were conceptualized
for, and why they exist within all forms of text and language. All such questions are necessary
tenets in justifying the creation and applications of punk as a comprehensive pedagogy in the
face of domineering educational systems and practices.
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Appendix B: Final Code List
January 4, 2020
▪

Active Resistance: the consciously intentional act of rebellion and opposition against those
societal norms, beliefs, and mores that one disagrees; working towards the flattening of
domination hierarches and the rejection of privileges that result in prejudicial and
discriminatory views and behaviors.

▪

Anti-Domination: being opposed to all forms of subjugation, historical and contemporary,
including but not limited to the economic philosophies of neoliberalism and capitalism,
racism, sexism, ableism, homophobia, and all other such discourses of domination.

▪

Anti-Conformity: the belief and action of the refusal to behave in accordance with specified
standards and authorities, especially those related to domineering systems and structures.

▪

Emotional Guidance: the expressive nature of punk rock which directs and supports the
ethos and belief system of the punk community, typically illustrated through anger and
frustration as acts of active resistance in the face of prejudicial actions.

▪

Anti-Violence: being opposed to any and all forms of violence to any degree or level.
o Symbolic: any type of violence that is intentionally unrecognized and euphemized,
such as all forms of prejudice (e.g., racism, sexism, classism, and homophobia; see
Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990).
o Physical: any type of somatic act committed upon one’s body.

▪

Tension & Balance: existing along a continuum of imbalance through which equilibrium
and harmony must be achieved.
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Appendix C: Revised Code List
December 28, 2019
▪

▪

Antio
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o

Anti-war
Anti-conformity
Anti-violence
Anti-authority
Anti-capitalism
Anti-neoliberalism
Anti-propaganda
Anti-mainstream
Anti-material
Anti-consumer
Anti-military
Anti-police
Anti-government
Anti-nationalist
Anti-domination
Anti-globalization
Anti-racist
Anti-homophobia

Beliefs
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o

▪

Peace
Love
Unity
Humanist
Feminist
Environmentalist
Community
Anarchy
Liberation
Individuality
Inclusivity
Questioning
Justice
Equality
Empowerment

Punk
o Rock/Music
o Emotional
▪ Anger
▪ Frustration
o Appearance
▪ Mohawk
▪ Tattoos
▪ Hair
▪ Clothing
▪ Spikes
o Labels
o Reflective
o Pain
o Lost
o DIY
o Political
o Social
o Rebels/Rebellion
o Nihilistic
o Active
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Appendix D: Initial Code List
December 10, 2019
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Anti-conformity
Anger
Truth
Peace
Anti-Violence
Anti-authority
DIY
Love
Unity
Acceptance
Anti-War
Anti-capitalism
Anti-neoliberalism
Freedom
Political
Social
Anti-Racist
Pro-LGBTQ+
Anti-Propaganda
Community
Individuality
Justice
Anti-Mainstream
Inclusivity
Rebels
Rebellion
Resistance
Nihilistic
Emotional
Punk
Music

•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Appearance
o Mohawk
o Tattoos
o Hair
o Clothing
o Spikes
Reflective
Labels
Anti-materialistic
Anti-consumerist
Humanist
Feminist
Environmentalist
Anti-Police
o Anti-Police State
Anti-Military
Liberation
Anti-government
Anarchy
Progress
Anti-Nationalist
Pain
Desire
Active
Questioning
Love
Anti-Domination
Anti-Globalization
Choice
Empowerment
Equality
Lost
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